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Denizens of the Drowned World
From the Last City of Humankind:
Eleanor ‘Ellie’ Lancaster, inventor and forty-sixth Vessel to the Enemy.
Anna Stonewall, self-appointed leader of the Orphanage Street orphans.
James Castion, former Inquisitor and retired whale lord.
Killian Hargrath, renowned Inquisitor and future saint.
Anthony Vanahaugh, High Inquisitor, leader of the Inquisition and the City Council.
Nathaniel Archer, elected leader of the Guild of Whale Lords.
Finn Lancaster, brother of Ellie (deceased).
Hannah Lancaster, famed inventor and mother to Ellie and Finn (deceased).
Altimus Ashenholme, scholar and inventor, mentor to Hannah Lancaster, father of Kate (presumed deceased).
Claude Hestermeyer, scholar and forty-fifth Vessel to the Enemy (deceased).
Peter Lambeth, scholar (deceased).
Lily Fry, best friend of Ibnet.
Benjamin Ibnet, best friend of Fry.
From Shipwreck Island:
Kate, twenty-first ruler of Shipwreck Island and presumed Vessel to the God of Life.
The Seven Sentinels, silent sworn protectors of the Queen.
Anitha Hassar, general of the Queen’s army.
Loren Alexander, disgraced nobleman.
Leila, whale rider and first ruler of Shipwreck Island (deceased).
Thea, twentieth ruler of Shipwreck Island and mother of Kate (deceased).
Viola Altdor, sailor and revolutionary.
Oscar Molworth, innkeeper of the Royal ‘Vile’ Oak inn, lover of oranges, self-proclaimed master of everything.
The Gods:
The God of the Sea, currently manifesting as a boy called Seth.
The God of Life, also known as the God-Bird. Assumed to be residing in Kate, actual whereabouts unclear.
The Great Enemy of Humankind, also known as ‘the God Who Drowned the Gods’ and ‘the Abomination’. Currently residing in Ellie Lancaster.




The Last City
The orphans were wading across the rooftops, the ocean up past their ankles, when a whale burst from the sea.
‘Ooh,’ they sighed, as it rolled over in mid-air, shedding a blanket of seawater, then crashed into the waves with the clap of a gunshot.
‘It got me!’ Ibnet shrieked with delight, drenched from head to toe. ‘Anna, look, it got me! Isn’t that supposed to be good luck?’
‘It’s bad luck, idiot,’ said Fry, punching his arm. ‘You’ll be dead within the year.’
‘It got you too,’ said Ibnet. ‘And it’s not bad luck, is it, Anna?’
Anna crouched at the edge of the rooftop, inspecting the vast ring of foam left by the whale. The other orphans crowded round her, clutching their sacks of trinkets. Children came to the Flats to forage among the ocean’s offerings: debris washed on to the rooftops at high tide. They dreamed of uncovering relics from before the world had drowned – swords and crowns and chests of rubies. Mostly they found oyster shells and fish heads, and shards of crockery that they later claimed were bits of human skull.
The water rippled and a dark mound of welts and barnacles emerged, then sprayed a jet of water high into the air. Anna swallowed. The last time she’d seen a humpback whale, her life had changed forever. She held her breath, wondering if it was a sign.
‘Anna,’ Ibnet whined.
‘It’s good luck, Ibnet!’ Anna snapped, turning to the orphans. ‘Ian, stop scratching at that rash. Edward, I told you before – don’t put those in your mouth.’ She did a quick headcount. ‘Where’s Fry?’
‘Here,’ said Fry, studying a second group of children further along the rooftops, who were throwing them evil looks. ‘Why are they watching us when there’s a whale right there?’
‘Just ignore them,’ said Anna.
‘Orphans!’ The cry was hurled like a clod of dirt. ‘Did you call that whale here? Is the Enemy gonna climb out of it again?’
A tall, handsome boy stalked towards Anna, the other children splashing after him, wrinkling their noses as they eyed the orphans, like they might be infectious.
‘Orphans aren’t allowed on the Flats,’ said the boy. ‘They don’t deserve treasure.’
Anna sloshed through the silty water to meet him head-on, glaring from between two muddy lengths of wet ginger hair. She felt no anger, or fear. She had faced far worse.
‘You had the Vessel living with you,’ said the boy. ‘Ellie Lancaster.’ The children behind him shivered at the name. ‘I bet you’re still keeping her hidden, aren’t you? Her and the God Who Drowned the Gods.’
Anna held his gaze for five seconds. The boy blinked.
‘Ellie Lancaster is dead,’ said Anna. It hurt to say the words. She was the only person in the City who knew they weren’t true, but still, it was unlikely she would ever see her best friend again.
The boy shrugged. ‘The Enemy’s not, though. What if it’s living in one of you now? I bet it feels right at home in a horrid, smelly orphan.’
‘It takes the Enemy ten years or more to return after its Vessel dies,’ said Fry, but the tall boy ignored her. He pointed at Ibnet, who was nervously scratching his nose.
‘That one’s got a funny look about him. I think we should give him to the Inquisitors, just to be sure.’
Anna sprang forward, kicking the boy’s leg out from under him, roaring as she flung him down into the muddy water. She grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back, and he squealed as Anna glared round at the other children, daring them to come near. ‘If any of you lay a finger on my orphans,’ she told them, ‘you’ll wish the Enemy had got to you instead of me.’
They backed away, huddling together in fear. Anna released the boy and he scurried off, cradling his arm.
‘Um … are you okay, Anna?’ Fry asked.
‘I’m fine,’ Anna snapped, breathing heavily. ‘Alice, your shoelace is undone. Kieran, watch you don’t fall in that gap.’
‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ said Ibnet, peering into Anna’s eyes. ‘You almost ripped that boy’s arm off. He wasn’t actually going to hurt us.’
‘I’m not taking that chance. Did you remember to rub that Ointment of Eliza on your –’
‘Yes, Anna,’ Ibnet said, rolling his eyes. ‘Every morning, like the doctor said. I’m not stupid.’
He and Fry shared a weary look.
‘What?’ said Anna flatly. ‘What does that look mean?’
‘You never used to be like this,’ said Fry. ‘Worried about us all the time.’
‘It’s really annoying,’ said Ibnet.
‘And you’re not looking after yourself, either,’ said Fry, lifting a wet lock off Anna’s forehead. ‘This is the first time your hair’s been washed in weeks.’
Anna just stared out to sea, aware of Fry and Ibnet watching her. The silence was broken by a rush of water and the throaty singing of sailors as a mighty whaling ship pulled along the Revival Waterfront, sails fluttering. A broad man stood at the wheel, smiling at the children with a large set of emerald-studded teeth. He had a necklace of pearls round his neck, and perched on his head was a stuffed octopus, tied beneath his chin by two of its tentacles.
‘That’s Lord Russ!’ cried Ibnet.
‘Don’t be stupid – it’s Lord Abermoth,’ said Fry.
The ship drew near the Flats, and Lord Abermoth tossed a handful of coins to the orphans, who squealed and splashed through the water to grab them.
‘Wait, he’s not going to kill that whale, is he?’ said Ibnet, wrestling Fry over a coin.
‘Of course he is,’ said Fry, her arm locked round Ibnet’s neck. ‘He’s a whale lord.’
‘But … it’s beautiful?’
‘It’s food.’
Anna recognized some of the younger sailors clambering the rigging, including Dimitri. When she was eleven, Anna had given him a daisy, plucked fresh from the orphanage garden, along with five poems she’d written. The poems had somehow found their way back to the orphanage, and for weeks the other orphans had sung the verses back to her in squeaky falsettos, until she’d stolen the dice from all the board games in the games room, ransoming them back in exchange for their sworn silence.
‘You still owe me that arm-wrestle!’ Anna yelled at Dimitri, running to keep up with the ship. ‘If you win, I’ll give you a fresh trout. I’m really good at gutting them now.’
‘I’ve got bigger fish to catch!’ Dimitri yelled back.
‘Whales aren’t fish, idiot.’
‘Figure of speech, idiot,’ said Dimitri, with a smile. He reached into his pocket and threw a red apple down to her. Anna caught it in one hand, hurriedly picking mud from her hair with the other.
‘Oh, I see,’ said Fry, raising an eyebrow. ‘Now you care about your appearance.’
‘Shut up,’ said Anna, as she did another headcount. ‘Twelve,’ she said, her chest tightening. ‘Where’s Ibnet?’
He was standing in the shadow of St Edmund’s Causeway – a stretch of buildings overhead – staring up at a tall figure in a dark coat. ‘Ibnet!’ Anna cried, sloshing through the water. ‘Get away from him!’
She grabbed Ibnet and pulled him roughly behind her back.
‘I wasn’t doing anything!’ he complained. ‘You’re hurting my arm!’
A large, sad-eyed man was shuffling down the steps from the causeway, leaning heavily on a cane made from a narwhal tusk. He had dark brown skin, a patchy greying beard, and was staring at the ground. His once-red coat had faded, and lost most of its buttons along the way.
‘Go,’ Anna told Ibnet, nudging him towards the others. She glared up at the man. ‘If you take one more step, I’m gonna shove that narwhal tusk right up –’
‘I only want to talk,’ Castion wheezed, massaging his throat as if he’d forgotten how to speak.
‘I don’t care what you want,’ said Anna. ‘You tried to kill Ellie.’
‘She was the Vessel,’ said Castion, with a strained grimace.
Anna clenched her fists. ‘So? You made the Enemy get strong inside her. You’re the reason she’s gone.’
‘I thought I was doing the right thing.’
‘The right thing?’ Anna yelled. ‘You made everything worse. Three years she had the Enemy under control. She was doing fine! Then you and the Inquisition started chasing her, forcing her to ask for its help. That’s what happened to Claude Hestermeyer too, which you’d know if you’d bothered to read his diary.’
‘I have read it,’ said Castion. ‘I don’t have much else to do these days besides read. And you’re right. I did make things worse.’
Anna blinked. She hadn’t expected this. ‘Um, well … yeah, you did.’ She paused. ‘Idiot.’
‘She was my best friend’s daughter, and I loved her like my own child. Hestermeyer was like a brother to me. They’re both dead now, and it’s my fault.’
Anna rolled her eyes. ‘If you’re trying to make me feel sorry for you, it’s not going to work.’
She glanced over her shoulder to check on the orphans. There was a rattle of metal as Castion took three unsteady steps down the stairway on a leg and foot made of corroded brass. He held his cane out to Anna.
‘What’s that for?’
‘You said if I took another step you would put this … Well, I’m sure your description was going to be very colourful. Here you are.’
‘Don’t try to be funny. It doesn’t suit you.’ Anna sniffed. ‘You smell like wet dog and whisky. Have you lost all your money?’
Castion shrugged. ‘No, I’m very rich. I sold my ships, my warehouses, my whole whaling business. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’d like to make a donation to the orphanage.’
Anna crossed her arms. ‘You think that’s going to help with your guilt, do you? After what you did?’
‘Please –’ Castion began.
‘No! You don’t get to feel better. You should feel bad.’
‘So you don’t want my donation?’
‘Obviously I do. But I don’t want you to feel any better because of it.’ She shot another glance at the orphans.
‘Is something the matter?’
‘What are you talking about?’ snapped Anna.
‘You keep looking back at the others.’
‘Someone has to take care of them.’
Castion frowned. ‘They seem to be managing fine.’
‘Now they are. But the world is full of horrible men like you. I need to watch the orphans all the time, so I don’t miss anything.’
Castion studied her awhile.
‘Stop looking at me like that,’ said Anna. ‘What are you talking to me for, anyway? Matron Stileman runs the orphanage. Give her the donation.’
Castion nodded, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. He attempted a bow, but had to steady himself with his cane. ‘Good day, Ms Stonewall.’
He hobbled back up the steps and, despite herself, Anna felt a pang of pity. A year ago, he’d been a dashing, daring whale lord, the most beloved person in the City. Now he looked like an old man.
But that doesn’t change what he did to Ellie, Anna thought, thrusting her pity aside.
Behind her, she heard one of the orphans cry out. She spun round, her heart thudding. Ibnet was pointing out to sea.
No, he was pointing at the sea.
It was roiling and swirling like in a storm, though the skies were calm. Shoals of fish darted and scattered in fright. Waves battered fiercely against the waterfront, and the orphans clutched each other in terror.
‘All right, you lot!’ Anna bellowed, fighting to keep the fear from her voice. ‘Out of the water now!’
They obeyed instantly, abandoning their bundles of trinkets and splashing across the Flats. Anna rushed to help them, grabbing Milo, the smallest orphan, and swinging him on to her back. By the time they’d reached the street she’d done three more headcounts.
She turned round, and her breath caught in her throat.
The rooftops of the Flats were no longer covered in water, and neither were the smashed windows and mossy brickwork of the buildings beneath. The tide was lower than Anna had ever seen it, and was lowering further.
‘What’s happening?’ said Ibnet.
It was as if someone had pulled a plug at the bottom of the ocean: the sea was draining away, buildings bursting forth from the waves, churches and clocktowers entangled with seaweed and encrusted with oysters, tasting air for the first time in seven centuries.
The children covered their ears as a sharp spire punched up through the hull of Lord Abermoth’s ship, bursting out of the top deck and into the rigging. For a moment, the ship was held aloft, skewered like a crab on a fishing spear. Sailors grabbed ropes and hurled themselves overboard; only there was no longer a sea to jump into, and they landed heavily on newly exposed rooftops, groaning and crying out for help. Anna gasped as she saw Dimitri leap from the deck, seizing hold of a weathervane. Lord Abermoth clung to the spire itself, his octopus hat falling down over his eyes as his ship splintered against the cobbled streets below.
‘The sea,’ Fry whispered. ‘The sea is gone.’







‘It’s not gone,’ said Ibnet. ‘Look, it’s out there.’ He pointed east to where a massive wall of churning water was still retreating, carrying with it the humpback whale.
Anna glanced down, but her legs wobbled and she stepped back from the edge. Without the sea, she was suddenly standing on top of a mountain. The City was now ten times as tall as it had been before, a labyrinth of muddy streets and broken rooftops carpeted with seashells. It might have been even taller: swirling mists made it impossible to see where the City ended and the seabed began.
‘How …?’ Ibnet mumbled.
Anna thought of the whale and shivered. She knew of one person who might have been able to part the seas, but had no idea why he would. Without the ocean, the City would starve. Others seemed to have realized that too, because in the streets high above people were screaming.
Anna looked along the waterfront and saw that the seas were now parted all the way to the horizon, creating a valley that ran south from the City. The same direction Ellie and Seth had travelled months ago.
Anna rubbed at an ache in her chest. ‘Ellie,’ she whispered.
She turned to the orphans, who were watching her for answers. ‘All right, everyone stay right here. Fry and Ibnet, you’re in charge.’
Anna raced along the waterfront to catch up with Castion, who was gaping in disbelief at the newly unveiled buildings below.
‘You,’ she said. ‘That donation money. You’re to spend it on bread and vegetables for the orphanage. Cos I reckon food’s about to get really expensive.’
Castion stared at her, confused. ‘The … the sea?’
‘And another thing: you’re going to pay for armed men to stand guard day and night, to make sure none of the orphans get hurt.’
‘I … of course,’ said Castion. ‘I’ll do that myself if I have to.’
‘No you won’t. Listen: if you could do it again, would you still have tried to kill Ellie? Or would you have tried to save her?’
Castion touched a silver ring on his finger, emblazoned with the icon of a spanner: Ellie’s mother’s personal symbol. ‘I would have tried to save her. I … would have died to save her.’
‘Great,’ said Anna. ‘After you’ve hired the guards, meet me at Ellie’s workshop. I’ll have a go at fixing your leg.’
‘There’s no point.’
‘Yes, there is. I need you to be able to keep up with me.’
Castion frowned. ‘Keep up with you? Where?’
Anna scrutinized Castion’s face. ‘You mean it – you’d die for her?’
‘Yes. Anna … what’s going on?’
Anna gazed south, and took a deep breath.
‘Ellie’s still alive,’ she said, ‘and we’re going to find her.’




The Spirit Realm
Whenever she closed her eyes, she was falling.
Rooftops rushed up to meet her, the surface of the Ark speeding by in a grey blur. She screamed at the island below as she realized she was going to die. She was not a Vessel, or a god, and soon she’d be nothing at all.
Then the howling winds grew quiet, and everything slowed. The rooftops stopped rising; the Ark stilled beside her. She hovered in mid-air, and then, when she blinked, she was on her back, atop the Ark again.
And there, somehow, was Ellie, staring at her in horror.
Kate shook her head to banish the image, then stepped inside the carriage.
The boy was sitting cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed. He was always sat on the floor. She had given him a comfortable bed with lots of cushions, but the sheets lay unruffled. The carriage creaked in a slow rhythm and, outside, Kate could hear the clip-clop of horses’ hooves, the trundle of wheels driving through mud, and the relentless tread of a thousand boots.
‘I’ve brought your lunch,’ she said.
The boy said nothing.
Kate sat down, placing the tray between them. ‘It’s goat-neck stew. And for dessert – honey-glazed pears that my chef makes. You really should try them.’
His breathing was slow and deep. When he breathed in, blue mists gathered across his skin like storm clouds. When he breathed out they scattered, swirling to nothing.
‘What’s that, Seth?’ she said. ‘You’d like me to have a pear? Why, thank you – you’re very kind.’
Kate stabbed one with a fork, lifting it to her mouth and biting deeply, dripping juice down her chin. She usually ate her meals formally with her War Council, and it made a refreshing change not to have to worry about her make-up running.
‘I’ve had a lovely day, thanks for asking,’ she said. ‘This morning I practised my swordplay for an hour, then rode up and down through the army. I think it’s important for the soldiers to see me as often as possible, to give them confidence. Apparently there are whispers the Enemy’s City might be better defended than we thought.’ She took another bite of pear, speaking with her mouth full. ‘But what is the City without its ships? They’ll surrender the moment we arrive, without a drop of blood being spilled. Then the Enemy’s City will be mine. Though I suppose it will need a new name. I was toying with “the Royal City”. Like it?’
She swallowed. ‘Why, thank you, Seth. I think it’s perfect too. I do so enjoy our chats.’
Kate rocked back and forth, humming to herself and relishing the opportunity to just be, and not have to focus on keeping her back straight, and keeping her voice deep, and keeping all attention fixed on her.
‘By the way, I have good news!’ she announced, sitting up on her knees. ‘Well, and bad news, I’m afraid. Though the news that’s good for you is bad for me, and the news that’s bad for you is good for me. Viola escaped from prison.’
Seth’s steady breathing stopped abruptly.
‘That’s your good news,’ she explained. ‘I don’t know how, but she broke out of the palace. A messenger arrived from Shipwreck Island this morning. I think Viola must have come this way too, because a horse vanished from the camp last night. She’s probably hoping to find Ellie, or warn the Enemy’s City that I’m coming. But the other good news – well, the good news for me, anyway – is that she’ll soon be caught. I’ve dispatched two Sentinels.’
Seth’s left eye opened.
‘Now, they may recapture her without a struggle, of course – they are expert warriors. But Viola’s got such a temper – she might fight back. She might get hurt.’
Seth’s right eye opened.
Kate smiled. ‘Hello, Seth.’
‘Why do you keep coming to talk to me?’ he said. His voice was a dry whisper.
‘Someone’s got to check on you.’ Kate shrugged. ‘You are keeping us all alive, after all. If you die, we all die.’
‘Leave Viola alone, or I will drown us all.’
Kate laughed. ‘That’s a rubbish threat. Viola would die too, if you brought the sea back. And Ellie, wherever she is – all alone out there, probably planning something foolish, knowing her. Besides, I don’t think you really want to let anyone else drown. After what you did before …’
Seth’s eyes stared into her, large and blue and unfathomable. Kate grinned, spilling more pear juice down her chin. ‘You caused the Drowning.’
Seth’s lips tightened, and in the distance Kate thought she heard the walls of ocean rumbling.
‘If I lose control,’ he said, ‘the sea will crash back together, smashing into Shipwreck Island and the City and everything in between. Everyone will die. It’s very stupid trying to upset me.’
His voice was brittle and boyish, but Kate thought she could hear another voice just beneath it, deeper and much more ancient.
‘But you knew that already, didn’t you?’ she said. ‘Back on Shipwreck Island, after I lent Ellie Leila’s diary, all of a sudden you were completely miserable. That’s … a lot to take in, isn’t it? You raised the seas and drowned the whole world. What was that even like?’
Seth calmly held her gaze. ‘I don’t know. It was seven hundred years ago. All I remember are the cries the people made as they drowned. I can still hear their voices in the sea. Why don’t you tell me what it’s like? You must remember all the terrible things you’ve done.’
Kate rolled her eyes. ‘You’re as overdramatic as Ellie. Look, I know forcing you to part the sea wasn’t a nice thing to do, but it’s necessary. The evil of the Enemy’s City must be stopped.’
‘You don’t care about that,’ said Seth. ‘You just want everyone to think you’re a Vessel. Even though you’re not.’
Kate speared another pear and flung it at Seth’s face. His expression didn’t change, even as the juice dripped down his cheek. He wore a solemn, disappointed look.
‘Ellie told me,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry about what happened to your mum. Back on Shipwreck Island, the sailors always talked about how kind she was. She sounded like everything a good queen is supposed to be. I wish she was here now.’
Kate’s lip curled, and she wanted to throw another pear at him, or maybe even the fork.
‘So do I,’ she said. ‘She was the best ruler Shipwreck Island ever had. And then my father killed her. So thanks for reminding me of that, Seth.’ She forced a smile. ‘You’re a cruel, bitter creature.’
Seth leaned forward, his face still dripping pear juice. ‘Then why do you keep coming to speak to me?’
Kate frowned, at a loss for an answer. Why did she keep dressing up in servant’s clothes and sneaking in here, only to be insulted or ignored? She shivered. ‘Nobody here talks to me … like a person. Like Ellie did.’
‘Well then, maybe you shouldn’t have tortured her and forced her to run away.’
‘I didn’t torture her!’ Kate protested.
‘You had one of your Sentinels twist her broken arm!’
‘It wasn’t broken! It was mended by then,’ Kate said, even though she hadn’t known that at the time. ‘I … look … I’ve been doing some thinking. Ellie’s the Enemy’s Vessel, right?’
Seth’s eyelids flickered slightly.
‘She told me,’ said Kate. ‘Well, actually, she showed me. She used the Enemy’s power.’
Seth sat up straight, looking at Kate in horror.
‘No! No, she didn’t.’ He shook his head vehemently. ‘She wouldn’t have.’
‘I … I fell off the Ark, and she stopped me from falling.’
Seth clutched his head in his hands. ‘Wh … what’s the matter?’ Kate asked.
Seth’s face contorted, and he looked suddenly less like a sombre statue and more like an angry boy.
‘If Ellie used the Enemy’s power, that means the Enemy has power of its own now. It means it will start trying to weaken her again. And all to save your worthless life!’ he spat. He slumped forward, glaring at the floor, his brow furrowed. ‘After all she went through, defeating the Enemy, escaping the Inquisition …’
‘Wait. If Ellie uses the Enemy’s powers … it will hurt her?’
‘It will destroy her, and manifest a body of its own.’
Kate played with her hands, feeling a fish hook tug at her chest. ‘I … I almost tried to – Well, I wasn’t actually going to, but …’
‘What?’
‘I thought, maybe, that if I could become the Enemy’s Vessel, I would finally have the power I need to be Queen. The power to protect my people.’
Seth stood up. His clenched fists trembled, and the blue mists on his skin swirled in agitation. In the far distance, the walls of seawater roared.
‘You tried to kill her,’ he said, his own voice drowned beneath an ancient, terrible whisper.
‘No!’ said Kate, staring up at him. ‘Well, not really. We fought, but I wasn’t actually going to kill her. And if this performance is supposed to intimidate me it’s not working. Sit down.’
Seth didn’t move.
‘It’s going to be fine,’ said Kate. ‘Ellie will be fine. There’s a place near the Enemy’s City, where my father took my mother. A place where he was able to remove the God of Life from inside her, so she was no longer a Vessel. When I find it, I’ll be able to get the God of Life back – only it has the power to destroy the Enemy. And, once I control the City, I’ll destroy the Inquisition too.’
Seth glared at her. ‘You’ll be just as bad as they are.’
‘Of course I won’t,’ Kate snorted. ‘The Inquisition is evil. They sound like a whole bunch of Loren Alexanders – wicked men who’ll do anything for power. Seth, I promise – I’ll get rid of the Inquisition and the Enemy. Then the City will love me just as much as my own people do.’
Seth looked at her for a long moment. His expression softened, and he nodded. ‘And then, when you’ve destroyed all those who might ever stand against you, and brought peace to the City and Shipwreck Island, then you and Ellie can be friends again.’
Kate nodded eagerly. ‘Yes, exactly!’
‘And she’ll listen to you, and treat you like a friend. A person, not a queen.’
‘Yes!’ said Kate, smiling broadly.
Seth smiled too. ‘That will never happen.’
Kate’s chest twisted.
‘Ellie will never be your friend again,’ said Seth, his smile curling to a snarl. ‘Because you’re a cruel, evil person who only cares about power. Because you will always be afraid that someone is going to take it away from you. You’re not a Queen. You’re a monster.’
Kate stared at him for many long seconds. ‘You’d think we’d be better friends, then,’ she said softly.
Seth sat back down, crossing his legs and closing his eyes.
‘What are you doing?’ Kate said. ‘Why do you spend all your time pretending you’re asleep?’
‘To avoid talking to you,’ said Seth. ‘And because I’m looking for someone.’
‘With your eyes closed?’
‘It’s complicated,’ he muttered.
‘Well, we have plenty of time until we arrive at the City. And who knows? Maybe I can help.’
Seth gave a weary sigh. ‘After I drowned the world, my mind was split into pieces. That’s why I can’t remember exactly what happened. That’s why I can’t remember … anything. The pieces of my mind are scattered across time, held by my past selves. If I can find them, I should be able to get my memories back.’
Kate nodded thoughtfully, and Seth raised an eyebrow. ‘That makes sense to you?’
‘Sort of. My mother was a Vessel, remember? She was able to speak to the past Vessels of the God of Life, who live in the spirit realm.’
‘The spirit realm?’ Seth blinked. ‘What’s that?’
Kate frowned. It felt strange to have to explain to an actual god what the spirit realm was. ‘It’s the home of the gods. It’s where their spirits go when they leave our world – when their manifest form dies, or if their Vessel dies before they can manifest. All the power of the gods comes from the spirit realm. It’s –’ Kate took a breath, and felt a single tear tracing a hot path down her cheek. ‘It’s where my mother’s soul would have gone when she died. If not for my father.’
Seth was watching her carefully. For the first time there was no hatred in his eyes. ‘What does it look like?’
Kate shrugged. ‘I haven’t seen it, I’m not a Vessel,’ she said bitterly. ‘But my mother would tell me stories about it sometimes, when she put me to bed. She said it’s a vast golden land of rolling fields, and tranquil seas, and gleaming palaces. A place where the gods and their Vessels live together. A land of peace, and warmth, and kindness.’
Kate fell quiet, and neither of them spoke. Seth’s eyes were on hers, but she could tell that he was really stepping through the world she’d painted for him. He took a slow breath, then smiled.
‘You’re a god, Seth. Even while you have a manifest body, you should be able to cast your mind into the spirit realm. Perhaps you’ll find your other selves and your memories in there. Though I don’t know why you’d want to remember such terrible things.’
Seth’s smile faltered. ‘Ellie encouraged me to remember who I am, but I didn’t want to. Because remembering those things was painful. But keeping it all buried is just as bad.’ He swallowed. ‘Maybe worse. I feel like half a person.’
Kate fiddled with her sleeve. ‘Well, if I had the choice to forget the bad things that happened to me, I know what I’d do.’
Seth fell silent, and for the first time his body did not seem to recoil from her presence. He ran his finger round the edge of his bowl of stew.
‘Kate, please don’t attack the City. People will die.’
She shook her head. ‘I told you – the City will surrender before it comes to that.’
‘But you don’t have to go to war.’
‘Yes, I do,’ said Kate. ‘The City is too dangerous to be left alone. The Inquisition is too dangerous. And if I control both the City and Shipwreck Island, just think what I’ll be able to do. I’ll be the Queen of all Humankind, Seth. I’ll create a new world for us, a better world, free of evil men like Loren and my father. A world of peace, and warmth, and kindness.’
Seth closed his eyes tight. ‘So you’ll hunt down evil, will you? Destroy anyone who might upset your perfect world?’
Kate nodded eagerly. ‘Yes, exactly!’
‘Anyone who might be your … enemy?’
Kate snarled and climbed to her feet, kicking Seth’s bowl and spraying his face with brown globs of stew. ‘I am not a monster. I’m doing what I must, to protect my people. To protect everyone. And I will not be judged by the very creature who drowned this entire world!’
Kate staggered as the carriage jerked to a sudden stop and the massive gold-armoured form of Anitha Hassar, the general of her army, stepped inside, standing to attention by the door.
‘Your Majesty,’ she said. ‘There’s something you should see.’
Kate nodded, and Anitha clicked her fingers. There was a patter of light footsteps as all eight handmaidens rushed inside, forming a tight circle round Kate. She straightened up, holding her breath as brushes daubed cold make-up on her face, as combs tugged painfully at her hair, as a silver crown was pushed tightly against her scalp.
She threw Seth a final, hateful look, then stepped out of the carriage. There was a rattle of armour as rank upon rank of soldiers fell to their knees in a wave, an unbroken line of discipline that vanished back into the mists towards the south.
‘PRAISE HER!’ they cried, in a single deafening voice.
Kate stared north, squinting to see through the swirling haze. She felt a lump lodge in her throat, like a hard little apple.
Something sat on the horizon. A dark beast waiting beyond the veil of mist. She could only just make out its jagged edges, and its peak she couldn’t see at all. It was taller even than the roaring walls of water that churned to the east and west. A mountain of sharp spires. A man-made monstrosity.
She tried to keep her face calm, knowing that her army was watching her. She clenched her fists, threw back her shoulders, and bared her teeth.
‘My City,’ she said.



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Seven
I built a really good machine today.
It’s a metal thing that you attach to a door so that the door will close by itself after you open it. This will stop me from forgetting to close my door so that Dad won’t see me playing with Henrietta Glob, my imaginary friend. Dad says it’s not good to have imaginary friends, even brave ones like Henrietta, because people might think I’m the Vessel, and then the Inquisition might come and take me away. He loves my new invention though. He says I should call it a door closer, but I think that’s a really stupid name. I’m going to call it a Super Door Swing De-opening Device.
But that’s not even what I’m excited about today, not really. You see, Dad took the Super Door Swing De-opening Device to the university, to show them and tell them his daughter made it even though she’s only seven. Apparently they all laughed at him and said don’t be so extremely stupid you idiot of course a seven-year-old girl didn’t make that, then told him to leave and never come back or they’d feed him to a shark. I may have added that last bit.
One man was different though. He said I must be very special, and that he wanted to come here to meet me. Which is good, because I think I am special. My best friend James tells me that I shouldn’t be able to fit through doors with a head so big, and he must think that’s a very funny joke because he says it every time he sees me. James doesn’t make good jokes but fortunately he wants to be a whale lord when he grows up, not a comedian.
My head is not big.
The man came to my house and Dad made him scones and he said his name was Altimius Ah
Alltimus Ashun Altimus Ashenholme. He was very interested in the Super Door Swing De-opening Device and asked to see all my other inventions too, even the rubbish ones I made years ago. He listened to me talk and talk and never seemed to get bored. This was most unusual. He said that he knew scholars at the university who weren’t as clever as me, and he said that I ‘showed a lot of promise’, which is a funny expression since I haven’t promised anything, except to punch James if he calls my head big again. Altimus said, ‘Would you like to come to the university library some time?’ and I said there is nothing in the whole City I would like more.
I asked him what he would like most, because Dad says it’s important to ask people questions about themselves. He said, ‘To make the City a better place.’
I asked him what was so bad about the City, and told him I’d seen twenty-four dolphins down by the Minor Docks just the day before. He got very quiet, and his eyebrows moved up and down a lot. I know this look: he was trying to decide if I was old enough to be told something grown-up, like about death, or the Enemy, or how the Midsummer Flying Whale isn’t real.
‘The Inquisition,’ he said. ‘So long as it exists, humanity will never be free.’




The Unsunken Empire
The City never seemed to end.
Anna hadn’t realized just how massive it was. She had thought that maybe half of it had lain underwater, not that she’d lived her entire life on the tip of the tip of a mountain. It felt as if she’d been walking down the same long street, over and over again, reaching the bottom only to be magically whisked back to the top. They’d been travelling south for two weeks now, down misty alleys rank with the stink of seaweed, pocked with treacherous divots where crabs had burrowed into the earth. They’d walk for hours in complete silence, and by night they’d sleep inside mouldy ruins, where paper-dry seaweed hung from crumbled ceilings.
Anna turned to glower at Castion for the hundredth time that day. He was marching at his usual steady, glacial pace, and Anna groaned in annoyance. Her whole body thrummed with energy. She picked up a wooden plank, dragging it along the brickwork to produce a satisfying rattle as she walked, then thwacking a rusty shop sign overhead. She hurled the plank aside and picked up chunks of cobblestone, launching them at the statues on the rooftops above, hoping to knock their heads off. When this got boring, she searched the ground for earthworms to dig up. She turned to glower at Castion for the hundred-and-first time that day.
‘What are you stopping for?’ she cried, finding him rifling through his sealskin backpack. ‘These statues could walk faster than you do.’
Castion was counting out tins of fish. His rucksack was so massive that Ibnet had tried to stow away in it, after Anna had forbidden him from coming with them.
‘We’re halfway through our rations,’ said Castion. ‘We’ll have to turn back soon.’
‘We can’t turn back,’ said Anna, scowling furiously. ‘We haven’t seen any sign of Ellie. Maybe if you weren’t so slow we’d have found her by now.’
‘If we don’t turn round soon, there won’t be enough food to get home – and the journey back will be harder uphill.’
‘I told you we’d need horses, but as usual you had to be a stupid old man.’
‘Horses wouldn’t have been much faster than us with all these cobbles and staircases.’
‘They’d be faster than you.’
‘Besides, we’d have to feed them too.’
Anna grumbled and looked south. The fog was so thick it was like breathing in gauze. She could just about make out other distant peaks, looming mountains of jagged buildings, each as black as squid ink. Though gigantic, none was as broad or tall as the City itself.
‘What are they?’
Castion shrugged. ‘The rest of the City. Before the Drowning, this was the heart of the largest human civilization in the world, according to the old texts.’
‘It’s horrible – why would people build things like this?’
But Castion, as ever, had little to say. He pulled on the backpack, staggering slightly on his mechanical leg. Anna had tried her best to fix it, but she was no Ellie, and if anything his limp was worse now.
‘Just a few more hours, all right?’ she said. ‘Maybe we’ll find a seal to eat.’
She looked around without much hope. She’d seen no seals so far, and very few dead fish. She wondered if they’d all been pulled away with the ocean, like that humpback whale. The only sounds were the squeaking of Castion’s leg, the drips of condensation, and the faint roar of the walls of water, far to the east and west, which she could no longer see through the cottony mists. Each day was indistinguishable from the last, except for that one time she’d seen a crackle of blue light, like a burst of lightning shooting out of the ground.
She missed the orphans, especially at night when their faces swam in her mind, and a pain drove at her stomach like rusty nails. Her only company besides Castion were the many statues above, wearing scarves of seaweed. They were just slightly less talkative than Castion was.
Sometimes she tried to make Castion angry, in the hope they might have an argument. Anything was better than this cold silence.
‘What’s it like then, being really old?’ she asked. ‘Does it hurt as much as people say?’
‘I’m not that old,’ said Castion. Whenever he spoke, his voice was deliberate and serious. He never smiled.
‘You do look it, though.’
‘I haven’t had the easiest life.’
Anna snorted. ‘You’re telling an orphan that you haven’t had the easiest life? And you chose to become an Inquisitor. Did you enjoy strutting around like you owned the place, picking on whoever you liked? Is that why you did it?’
‘No. I thought I’d be able to help people.’
Anna looked at him scornfully. ‘Help people get hurt.’
Castion’s eyes drifted towards her, and Anna grinned, wondering if she’d finally struck a nerve.
‘I slew the Enemy,’ he said. ‘Before it could kill anyone else. I did help people.’ It sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than Anna.
‘That’s idiotic,’ she said, blowing hair from her face. ‘The Enemy was only there in the first place because you’d been chasing Hestermeyer in the sewers, forcing him to make more wishes, so the Enemy could get stronger and manifest. And by the way – if we find Ellie, you’d better not pull any tricks. If I find out this sad-puppy act is just a ruse so you can get close to Ellie and kill her, I’ll teach you why the orphans call me the Ear Twister.’
‘I’m not going to hurt her. I understand now. The Vessel needs our help. Not to be hunted.’
‘Finally figured that out? I can’t believe you thought you could help people by trying to kill people. You really are very stupid, you know that?’
Castion nodded. ‘I do.’
Anna flung her head back and groaned. ‘Saints, don’t you ever get angry or anything? I’m trying to insult you here.’ She wished Ibnet really had stowed away in Castion’s backpack, or that he and Fry would catch up with them on the backs of horses. She clutched at her stomach as it gave an uncomfortable twinge.
‘They’ll be okay,’ said Castion, watching her carefully.
‘Oh, what do you know?’ Anna snapped.
‘They’re well protected. They’ll be fine.’
‘Just cos people seem fine doesn’t mean they are,’ Anna muttered.
She looked back at the towering shadow of the City above, shrouded in white cloud. She hoped Castion was right. The Inquisition said there were food supplies to last many months, even with the sea gone, but Anna worried what might happen if the food did run out. She pictured an angry mob storming the orphanage to raid the kitchens, and felt a current tugging at her, straining to return her to her orphans. She had never left them for even a day, and they needed her more than ever.
‘No,’ she said, gritting her teeth and thinking of Ellie. ‘Let’s keep going.’
They walked down streets of squelchy puddles, of rubble overgrown with fungus the colour of marmalade. Anna listened to the incessant squeak of Castion’s leg, and the constant drip of water. Squeak. Drip. Squeak. Drip. She started to fear that she’d died weeks before, and this was all she had for an afterlife. An eternity of never-ending streets, and the world’s most boring man.
Castion sneezed, snapping Anna out of her thoughts.
‘Apologies,’ he said, then sneezed again. Anna smiled. It was the most interesting thing he’d done in days. She examined him, trying to force herself to find something to like. She supposed he’d be helpful in a fight, if it came to that. Who better to fight alongside than the man who’d slain the Enemy?
‘Why are you staring at me like that?’ said Castion, and Anna turned and carried on, feeling slightly reassured. Then she stopped dead, bristling with excitement. At the bottom of the street was a patch of bare earth – a greenish-grey muck, littered with broken seashells.
‘Look!’ she cried. ‘This is it – the end of the City.’ She glanced around. ‘I thought it would be more impressive.’
‘It’s not the end,’ said Castion, sitting on a doorstep to catch his breath. He pointed south. ‘See – there are lots more buildings out there. These streets have just been buried beneath the seabed.’
‘Hold on,’ said Anna, squinting through the mist. ‘What’s that?’
Something crossed the muddy street, stepping out of the shade of an alleyway and daintily picking its way across the cobblestones.
‘Wait, I’ve seen those in Ellie’s books,’ said Anna. ‘It’s a giraffe, right?’
‘It’s a deer,’ said Castion. ‘It must have come down from one of the hunting islands. Hunting mountains, I suppose they’d be called now.’
Anna took a careful step forward, her mouth falling open in wonder. She had never seen anything move with such grace. Such perfect balance. It made her feel heavy and blundering just looking at it. It paused, one leg raised, looking into the distance. It was so silent, so still, and so beautiful.
‘We could eat it,’ said Anna.
‘What?’
‘If we eat it, then we won’t have to turn back so soon. Give me your sword, I’m faster than you.’
‘You can’t chase a deer,’ said Castion.
‘Watch me.’
Castion stared blankly. ‘Fine.’ He got to his feet and handed her his sword.
Anna frowned. ‘Did … you just smile?’
Castion’s nose twitched. ‘Absolutely not. Now go on – chase your deer.’
Anna narrowed her eyes suspiciously, then crept down the street towards the animal, which sniffed at a patch of dirt between the cobbles, ears quivering.
Its head darted in her direction.
She roared, filled with crackling excitement, which turned to dismay as it sprang away from her. Within a heartbeat it had vanished back into the mist.
‘It’s so fast!’ Anna cried, pelting after it.
‘Of course it’s fast,’ called Castion. ‘It’s a deer.’
‘Wait, what’s that?’ Anna skidded to a halt, listening. Over the sound of dripping water she heard a rapid, heavy clip-clop. ‘It’s coming back!’ she said, raising her sword eagerly.
‘Anna … that’s not a deer!’ Castion barked. ‘Hide!’
But Anna stood frozen. A massive black horse was charging through the mist, snorting viciously. Anna cried out and hurled herself aside, and the horse slipped on the cobblestones then reared up, whinnying and batting the air with its forelegs. There was a yelp, and a small boy fell off the horse, landing with a crash on his huge backpack.
‘Help me!’ he moaned, waggling his limbs like an overturned tortoise.
‘Who are you?’ said Anna, crouching to inspect the pale boy, who had large eyes and a very round face, and was staring at her in horror. Anna heard a ring of metal by her ear.
‘Get away from him,’ said a deep voice. Anna looked up to see a girl still sitting in the saddle. She was tall, with dark skin and a sharp jaw, and a sword pointed right at Anna’s face.
‘I wasn’t going to hurt him,’ said Anna.
‘Then what are you doing with that sword?’
‘I was hunting a giraffe, obviously. Who are you both, anyway?’
‘My name’s none of your business,’ said the girl. ‘And that’s Molworth on the ground.’
‘Why does everyone always call me that?’ said the boy, still struggling to right himself.
‘Because that’s your name,’ said the girl.
‘It’s my surname.’
The girl wrinkled her nose. ‘Really? What’s your first name?’
‘Oscar!’ the boy cried. ‘Could someone please help me up!’
‘Funny, you don’t really seem like an Oscar,’ said the girl thoughtfully.
Anna seized on the distraction and whipped her sword up, only the girl was lightning fast and smacked Anna’s sword aside with her own. Anna sprang back, and their swords clashed once, twice, three times.
‘You’re quick,’ said the girl, with a wry smile. ‘But if I wasn’t strapped to this horse you’d be dead right now.’
‘Go on, then, climb down and let’s make this a fair battle.’
‘Please,’ whimpered the boy. ‘I’m starting to see white dots.’
‘Stop.’
The voice made them all freeze. Anna had completely forgotten about Castion, but turning her head she was reminded just how intimidating he could be – his towering height, his piercing eyes and stern frown.
‘Who are you?’ said the girl. Even on horseback, her head was barely above Castion’s.
‘He’s a terrifying killer,’ Anna said, before Castion could speak. ‘You wouldn’t believe the things he’s done. I’ve hired him to murder anyone who tries to hurt me.’
The girl eyed Castion. ‘You can hire killers in the Enemy’s City?’
‘I’m not a killer,’ said Castion firmly.
‘You almost were,’ said Anna. ‘And it’s not the “Enemy’s City”. Nobody calls it that … Wait … Are you from …? Where are you from?’
‘Shipwreck Island,’ the girl said.
Anna blinked. ‘Is that the name of the big island to the south?’
‘How do you know about that?’ said Castion swiftly.
‘Saw it on a map in an Inquisitorial stronghold.’
‘What?’
‘Yeah, I broke into it,’ Anna told him, trying to sound casual. She looked at the girl. ‘It wasn’t a big deal.’
‘Listen,’ said the girl sternly, ‘we’ve come to warn you. There’s an army marching this way. The Queen is going to attack the Enemy’s City.’
Anna and Castion shared a worried look. A cold chill crept up Anna’s back, as once again she saw the door of the orphanage being knocked down. This time, a horde of frenzied, sword-wielding demons broke inside.
‘How many soldiers are in this army?’ Castion asked.
The girl shrugged. ‘Hundreds. Thousands maybe?’
Anna took a step towards her. ‘Listen, when you were coming here, did you happen to see a girl my age, really pale and skinny with blonde hair and a very old grey coat?’
The girl’s head tilted in surprise. The boy’s limbs stopped waggling. ‘Wait, you mean Ellie?’
Anna dropped the sword. Her heartbeat filled her head. ‘You know Ellie? Where is she?’
‘No idea,’ said the girl. ‘Last time I saw her, she was going to face the Queen. How do you know her?’
‘She’s my best friend.’
‘I thought Seth was Ellie’s best friend,’ said the boy.
‘That grumpy idiot?’ said Anna, and the girl and boy both laughed for some reason, even though the boy was still stuck on his back.
The girl climbed down from her horse, holding out her hand. ‘I’m Viola.’
‘Anna,’ said Anna. Viola’s grip was reassuringly firm, like it could crush a tin can. ‘This is Castion.’
Viola looked at Castion uncertainly, then helped the boy to his feet. ‘This is Molworth, or did I already say that?’
‘Oscar!’ the boy complained, brushing mud off his shirt. He bowed deeply to Anna. ‘You have lovely hair.’
‘Uh, thanks?’ said Anna. ‘How old are you?’
‘Twelve,’ said Molworth, sounding frustrated by the question.
‘You do look about seven, Molworth,’ said Viola.
‘I do not, I’m just ageing much more gracefully than –’
‘Silence!’ Castion pushed through them, picking up his sword and studying the mist. ‘There’s another horse.’
‘Could it be Ellie?’ Anna said eagerly.
Viola shot Molworth an uneasy glance. ‘I guess it didn’t turn back after all.’
‘It?’ said Castion. ‘What do you mean, it?’
‘Hide,’ said Viola, ushering them in through the window of a tumbledown two-storey building. ‘Quick!’
They ducked together in a huddle, peering over the window ledge into the street.
A second black horse, even larger than the first, trotted out of the mist. As it got nearer, Anna saw that it had a saddle, but –
‘Where’s the rider?’ she whispered.
There was a sound of crumbling brick, and they all turned sharply towards the only door, which led to the rest of the ruin.
‘That came from the next room,’ Viola breathed.
Castion took a step towards the door, motioning for Anna and the others to get behind him. Anna heard Molworth’s loud, panicked breathing right by her ear, saw the sweat on Viola’s brow. What could they possibly be so frightened of?
A floorboard creaked overhead.
Castion tightened his grip on his sword. There was another creak, closer this time, then another. Castion glanced sharply back at the window.
‘No!’ he yelled, charging forward and shoving Anna aside just as a shadow swung down through the window, landing among them. Castion roared and brought his sword down, and a clash of steel rang in Anna’s ears.
Castion grunted as an armoured fist punched his stomach. Viola swung her sword overhead, catching the attacker’s blade before it could slice Castion in half.
‘What is that?’ Anna cried.
‘A Sentinel!’ Molworth squeaked, as if that explained anything. In the dark room it was hard to make out what the shadow was even made of – it didn’t appear to have a face. Viola hopped back, avoiding a cut from its sword.
‘Get outside!’ Castion cried. ‘All of you, run!’
Castion fought like a demented animal, swinging his sword in wide arcs like he had no care for his own safety. The dark creature moved with precision and speed, and was covered in segments of black armour which might have been its own skin. Its face, Anna now realized, was a mirror, reflecting Castion’s contorted, sweating visage back at him.
Molworth was rummaging through his backpack. ‘Are you a good throw?’ he asked.
‘Of course I am,’ said Anna.
‘Then chuck this at its face as hard as you can,’ he said, and shoved an orange in her hand. Anna didn’t pause to consider the absurdity of the plan, just flung it through the air, like she was playing a game of Toss the Sea Urchin on the Salvation Waterfront. It sailed over Castion’s shoulder and burst against the Sentinel’s mirror face in a spatter of pulp and juice.
Castion and Viola jumped back as it lashed about wildly with its sword, wiping at its face with one fist.
‘Come on,’ said Castion, and they ran into the next room, which was white with daylight, the roof and ceiling having long since caved in. There was another door ahead of them: their only escape.
A second Sentinel was standing right in front of it.
‘Oh no,’ Molworth groaned.
Castion leapt forward and swung his sword, and the Sentinel batted it aside with shocking ease then slashed again, catching Castion in the shoulder. Anna saw a spray of blood.
‘No!’ she cried, as Castion lurched back, clutching at a huge tear in his coat.
‘It’s okay,’ he said feebly. ‘It’s okay.’
The door behind them opened, and the original Sentinel stepped through, blocking their escape.
‘Children,’ Castion said, ‘stay close to me.’
Viola stood back to back with Castion, raising her sword and clutching Molworth’s hand. He started to whimper, so Anna took his other hand, squeezing it tight. Both Sentinels advanced towards them.
A trickle of dust fell from the ruined brickwork above. There was a clink of metal striking stone, then a hiss and an eruption of smoke that swallowed up the first Sentinel. A loud THUNK echoed through the building, like the pounding of a piston, and the second Sentinel tumbled to the ground, sword clattering from its grasp, tangled up in a net of rope.
The first Sentinel staggered blindly from the haze, its mirrored face cloudy with smoke. Castion charged, bashing its sword aside with a brutal strike. There was a crunch of glass as he punched it in the face with his gloved fist, and the Sentinel fell back through the door and did not rise again.
Anna’s face was tingling, excitement racing out to her fingertips. She looked up.
A girl stood on the broken wall of the floor above them, silhouetted by the sun, long hair and coat fluttering in the breeze, clutching the net-cannon in one hand.
Molworth cheered, and Viola laughed, and Castion muttered a prayer of thanks. Anna fell to her knees, gazing through tear-filled eyes.
‘Ellie,’ she whispered.



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Thirteen
I moved into my very own workshop today and I couldn’t be happier. Of course I’m grateful to the scholars at the university for lending me the old basement storeroom, although it did smell strongly of cabbages, and I’m fairly certain that one of the elderly scholars kept coming in to steal my pencils when I was out.
Altimus paid for the new workshop, and has even convinced the Council to give me a monthly salary. James and Killian helped me move my things out of the university and down to Nicholson Street, along with Peter Lambeth – who’s always kind to me – and his best friend, Claude Hestermeyer, who’s very shy and lets Peter do all the talking.
‘This place is huge!’ Killian said brightly. I’m not sure I’ve mentioned Killian before. He is very good-natured and honest, and has something nice to say about everything. He’s a schoolfriend of James’s, which makes me feel a bit jealous for not being at school – I think there’s a lot of stuff I’m missing out on.
‘So,’ James asked, before I’d even put my box down, ‘what’s the first thing you’re going to build here, then?’
I scratched my head. ‘I haven’t thought that far … Oh, hello.’
The others all jumped as they noticed Altimus in the corner of the workshop, standing statue-still, looking out of the window. He often enters these trances of intense thought, and it can be difficult to snap him back out of them.
‘Uh, Professor Ashenholme?’ I said, clicking my fingers. ‘Sir?’
‘Hannah,’ he said, without a moment’s surprise. ‘I wondered if we might have a word?’
His piercing gaze roved over my companions. Apparently, lots of people find Altimus terrifying, though he’s always been generous to me. ‘Ah, Mr Lambeth, a pleasure to see you again.’ His eyes drifted to Claude. ‘And you are?’
‘Claude Hestermeyer,’ said Claude, sounding offended that Altimus didn’t recognize him.
‘He’s at the university too!’ said Peter.
‘Peter, I read your recent paper on the thirty-second Vessel,’ said Altimus. ‘Most illuminating.’
Peter’s eyes flicked to Claude. ‘Actually, we wrote that together.’
But Altimus wasn’t paying him any attention. ‘If Ms Lancaster and I might have some privacy, please.’
The others left the workshop, except for James, who stayed behind, glaring. He doesn’t trust Altimus one bit. He says he leaves a ‘bad impression’, and even said once that he wouldn’t be surprised if Altimus was the Vessel.
‘It’s okay, James,’ I told him.
‘It won’t take long, young master,’ said Altimus.
James gave Altimus one last glare, then followed Killian out.
‘He thinks I’m the Vessel, doesn’t he?’ said Altimus.
‘Oh, well … yes.’
Altimus grimaced. ‘That happens often. Intelligence is feared, Hannah, as I’m sure you know. Now, I have a request. I need an invention. One beyond my own ingenuity.’
I tried to hide my excitement – was Altimus saying I was a better inventor than him? ‘What sort of invention?’
‘One that can sense vibrations in the ground.’
I scratched my head. That didn’t sound very interesting to me. ‘For what? There’s only been one recorded earthquake in the history of the City.’
Altimus shrugged. ‘There may be others.’
‘Why now? You’ve never cared about earthquakes before.’
Altimus watched me a moment, then licked his lips. ‘I think there’s something under the City.’
I thought Altimus had seemed more preoccupied than usual these last few months. ‘What kind of something?’
‘Something that vibrates.’
‘Yeah, I got that part.’
‘In my expeditions into the lower levels of the City, I have … heard things. Rumbles like thunder. There’s something down there, below sea level, and I want to know how big it is, and how far it goes. Hence the invention you’re going to build me.’
I was flattered, but confused. Altimus had never commissioned me to invent something before. ‘I’ll do my best,’ I said.
‘You must not speak of it to anyone.’
‘Obviously not – my friends don’t care about my inventions, anyway.’
‘This isn’t about your silly friends,’ he said, his eyes blazing. ‘If the Inquisition were to hear about this experiment, everything you have worked so hard for could be taken away from you. Your inventions. Your workshop.’
‘Oh … okay,’ I said, although there was a fluttering feeling in my stomach.
‘Do you trust me, Hannah?’
‘Of course I trust you,’ I said, standing up straight.
He leaned closer. ‘This experiment could change everything. Change the very nature of the City itself.’
I nodded, the fluttering feeling turning to eagerness. ‘So what do you think it is, this thing underground?’
Altimus looked round the workshop, as if he’d only just noticed where we were. Then he smiled, and I realized I hadn’t seen him smile in the six years since we’d first met. He seemed excited.
‘A machine mentioned in the old texts. A weapon against the Enemy, created before the Drowning. It’s called the Eternity Engine.’




Protectors of the City
Anna tried to scramble up the broken wall, got halfway, then fell, taking chunks of stone with her. Viola rushed to pull her back to her feet.
‘Watch out, you clumsy manatee,’ said Molworth. ‘You’ll bring the whole place down on top of us!’
But Anna didn’t care, launching herself at the wall again, her fingernails scraping the brickwork, feet scrabbling for footholds.
‘Anna,’ came a voice from above, which sounded both delighted and exasperated at the same time. ‘Don’t kill yourself – I’ll come down to you!’
Viola and Molworth helped Anna back to the ground. Anna searched about, her whole body buzzing with barely contained energy. ‘Where did she go?’ she said, terrified for one horrible moment that she’d only imagined her. There was a scuff of shoes on stone, and Anna turned and felt a new jolt of electricity shoot up her spine.
Ellie was standing in the doorway. Her coat was a ragged mess, but the rest of her looked healthier than Anna could ever remember. Her cheeks were tinged pink, her hair a tumble of rich gold. When she saw Anna, a tentative smile crossed her lips.
Anna shoved Viola and Molworth aside and charged at Ellie, lifting her fully off her feet. She knew she was crying, and that Viola and Molworth would see her crying, but it didn’t matter. She hugged Ellie as tightly as she could.
‘Anna, um –’
‘Shut up,’ said Anna. ‘I’m not done hugging you.’
Ellie hugged her back, her skinny arms digging into Anna’s shoulders. Her coat smelled familiarly like a damp washing rag. Only when Anna’s arms got tired did she let Ellie go, smiling at her, then feeling oddly nervous, and smiling at her feet instead.
Ellie turned to Viola and Molworth, and Anna felt an odd prickle in her stomach, seeing Ellie hugging these strangers, as if she’d known them forever.
‘You’ve come a long way,’ Ellie said to them.
Viola shrugged. ‘I’m a wanted criminal on Shipwreck Island now. And we thought you might need some help.’
‘I’ve grown three inches since you last saw me, Ellie,’ said Molworth, puffing out his chest.
‘Molworth, don’t lie,’ sighed Viola.
‘You’re back,’ said Anna, still watching Ellie in disbelief. She winced, realizing how stupid she sounded.
Ellie smiled and squeezed her hand. ‘I’m back.’
She stiffened, looking over Anna’s shoulder at Castion, who was lurking in the corner, avoiding Ellie’s gaze. Ellie grabbed Anna’s sleeve and pulled her close. ‘Why is he here? He tried to kill me!’
‘What?’ Viola’s eyes bulged. ‘Why would he try to kill you?’
Molworth squeaked and tried to lift one of the Sentinels’ swords from the ground, overbalanced, and nearly fell over.
‘He thought I was the Vessel,’ said Ellie quickly, sharing a glance with Anna.
‘I know,’ said Anna. ‘But I think he’s genuinely sorry about what he did. Look how sad and miserable he is. It’s quite pathetic, really. And he did help me search for you.’
‘Ellie,’ Castion said, giving a stiff half-bow, then deciding against it. ‘I’m so glad you’re safe.’
But Ellie ignored him, which Anna thought was fair enough. There was a moment of silence, then Viola clapped her hands. ‘This is great! Now that there’s five of us, we can go back and rescue Seth from the Queen. I bet we can sneak into her camp at night.’
‘We’re not rescuing anyone,’ said Castion. ‘We must warn the City about this army.’
‘We only need one person to do that,’ said Viola. ‘The rest of us can rescue Seth. Ellie, you must have some ingenious plan, right?’
Ellie gave a small, pained sigh. ‘That Inquisitor is right, unfortunately,’ she said, and Castion shrank back into the corner. ‘I’m sorry, Viola. We have to get back to the City. There’s something there. The secret to preventing this war. To destroying the Enemy.’
Anna felt a thrill race through her. ‘There is?’ she cried. ‘What is it?’
‘I’ll explain on the way. I need to get it ready before Kate’s army arrives. At the speed they’re marching, they’ll be there in less than a month.’
‘But it’s going to take two weeks just for us to get back there!’ said Anna, looking towards the City peak, her whole body brimming with new purpose. This was it: a chance to stop the war. To stop anyone from getting hurt. ‘Well, let’s not lie about like a bunch of sunbathing walruses. Come on!’
‘What about these two?’ said Molworth, pointing to the Sentinels, one unconscious and the other wriggling in a net.
‘Leave them,’ said Castion. ‘There’s no time.’
‘No,’ said Viola, her fists clenched. She was still staring at Ellie. ‘Some of us have to go back for Seth. I can’t do this by myself. I need your help.’
‘Didn’t you hear?’ said Anna, folding her arms. ‘Ellie’s got a plan to protect everyone. I hate to admit it, but Seth’s pretty tough – he can look after himself. But there are plenty of others back in the City who can’t.’
‘We’re not leaving him all alone!’ said Viola, and Anna was shocked to see her eyes were wet. ‘Kate is forcing him to use his powers to control the sea. You know how much it hurts him, Ellie. He must be in so much pain.’ Her voice broke slightly as she stared into the distance. The mists had been burned away by the rising sun, and it was possible to see the crashing, frothing walls of water on the horizons.
Ellie took Viola’s hand. ‘We can’t risk trying to save him – we’d have to sneak past an entire army. But listen: the last time I saw Seth, he was able to control his powers in a way I’ve never seen. He’s not suffering like he was, I promise. Viola, I need your help in the City, to stop this war.’
‘But … but what if she kills him?’
‘She won’t do that,’ said Molworth. ‘She’s the Queen!’
Viola’s eyes widened. ‘How can you still think she’s a good person, Molworth? She sent these Sentinels to kill us!’
Molworth wrinkled his nose. ‘We don’t know that. Maybe they’ve gone rogue.’
‘She had me thrown in prison!’
‘Well, you did storm Her palace with an army of sailors.’
‘She kidnapped Seth!’
‘She’s good, all right!’ Molworth snapped, his lip wobbling. ‘I just don’t think we have all the facts.’
Viola stared at Molworth in disbelief as Ellie put a hand on her shoulder.
‘Kate’s not going to hurt Seth,’ she said softly. ‘She needs him to keep the seas parted. And, so long as they are parted, we know he’s all right.’
Viola rubbed her eyes hastily on her sleeve. ‘Okay. Okay.’
Ellie picked up the net-cannon and her bag, pointedly ignoring Castion as she walked past him. Castion’s eyes met Anna’s.
Anna shrugged. ‘You did try and kill her,’ she whispered, then hurried to catch up with Ellie, as Molworth grabbed his massive backpack and Viola went to fetch her horse.
‘Ellie,’ said Anna, grabbing her arm. Ellie turned, her face blank, lost in thought. She noticed Anna and broke into a smile, and Anna felt a sudden rush of questions bubbling uncontrollably in her mind. ‘I … you … did you … have you –’
Ellie’s smile broadened.
Anna growled, frustrated at her own brain. She took a deep breath. ‘Did you … have a nice time on that Shipwreck Island place?’
Ellie’s smile fell. ‘Not really. Come on – we need to get back to the City. We can catch up properly then.’ She began marching up the street, Castion following at a distance, his eyes darting constantly to the alleyways, his hand close to his sword hilt.
Anna turned to Molworth and Viola, who were now loading up the Sentinel’s horse with Molworth’s luggage. ‘What happened back there?’
Viola tutted. ‘Ellie and the Queen were best friends,’ she said. ‘Only the Queen turned out to be evil. Which I did try and tell everyone, though nobody – Ow, Molworth!’
Molworth had punched Viola in the arm and was charging up the street, tugging the Sentinel’s horse behind him. Anna looked to Viola for an explanation.
‘He worships the Queen,’ Viola said, rubbing her arm.
‘This Queen sounds like a snake,’ said Anna. She glanced at Ellie, and the purposeful way she was walking. She felt another hot prickle in her stomach, imagining Ellie being friends with a Queen. Best friends. ‘What did she do to Ellie, exactly?’
‘Well, our island was slowly starving,’ said Viola. ‘Until Ellie arrived and used her inventions to save us. But then the Queen told everyone that the Enemy had come to our island, and only she could protect us from it. So now the whole island is terrified. And she’s more powerful than ever. It’s horrible.’
Anna winced, looking up at the swollen dark shadow of the City rising above them. ‘Well, if you think that’s horrible,’ she said, ‘you’re not going to like where I’m from very much.’
~
They marched ten hours a day through empty streets, sleeping in dank, seaweed-smelling ruins. Anna woke each morning cheerful and hopeful: Ellie was back. Ellie was safe. Ellie had a plan, and Anna was going to make sure nothing got in her way. During the day, Anna bounded excitedly up the narrow streets while the others shuffled and grumbled. She launched cobblestones victoriously at every statue she saw, whooping when one’s head fell straight off.
‘Anna,’ Castion growled. ‘Stop making so much noise.’
Anna rolled her eyes and went off to bombard Viola and Molworth with more questions about Shipwreck Island, and to pat the horses. Molworth had already named them, deciding on Archibald II – after the kitten Viola had been forced to leave on Shipwreck Island – and, confusingly, Seth.
‘He’s got the same dark hair, you see,’ Molworth explained to Anna, leading Seth up the street by his bridle. ‘And the same big appetite. And … and …’ A tear fell down Molworth’s cheek.
‘It’s okay,’ said Viola, squeezing his shoulder. ‘Ellie’s right – so long as the seas are parted, then he’s safe.’
‘I miss him.’ Molworth swallowed. ‘He … he was always …’ He dabbed at his eyes. ‘He was always so good at carrying heavy things up the stairs.’
‘What a sweetheart you are,’ Viola said dryly.
Anna caught up with Ellie, who was leading the way. ‘So –’ she dropped her voice – ‘this secret that’s going to stop the war. What is it exactly?’







Ellie leaned against the wall as they reached the top of a steep alley, catching her breath. ‘Anna, can’t this wait?’
Anna bounced up and down. ‘What? No, it can’t. You’ve found something that can destroy the Enemy! You’ve got to tell me what it is.’
‘It’s a machine,’ said Ellie. ‘Built before the Drowning.’
Anna felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. ‘And it’s in the City? How come nobody’s found it before?’
Ellie gestured to the dark peak above them. ‘It’s under the City, in a part that used to be flooded. But now, with the seas parted, I’ll be able to get to it.’
‘And what, you just need to wind it up or something? Then the Enemy will be destroyed?’
‘Not quite. The machine was broken during the Drowning. That’s why I need to get back quickly, so I can fix it before Kate’s army arrives.’
‘Then we should hurry! Why don’t you get on my back? I’ll carry you all the way to the City if I have to.’
Ellie laughed. ‘Anna, I know you. You’ll burn up all your energy way too fast and sleep through the whole of the next day. Remember when Callum Trant had to wake you up by putting that spider down the back of your jumper?’
Anna glowered, then smiled as she recalled the revenge she’d inflicted on Callum – him and that pet lobster of his.
‘I’ll be fine,’ Ellie told her. ‘Why don’t you check on the others? I’ve got a lot of thinking to do.’
Anna knew that this meant Ellie wanted to be alone. Whatever had happened on Shipwreck Island was clearly still bothering her. Anna clenched her fists. If this Queen were here now, she’d show her just what City orphans were made of. How tough could a pampered Queen be, anyway?
The others were all distracted too. Castion was as tediously silent as ever, and Viola was lost in thought, constantly glancing over her shoulder towards the south. Only Molworth was talkative, but the problem was that he rarely stopped talking. Like his oft-repeated story about the piece of fluff he’d found in his belly button:
‘I considered selling it to the apothecary,’ he told Viola and Anna. ‘I heard somewhere that belly-button fluff has magical properties, and this was the most fluff you ever saw. Only –’
‘Molworth,’ said Viola, ‘how do you manage to tell stories that are both boring and disgusting at the same time?’
Molworth frowned, shuffling alongside Archibald II and muttering into the horse’s ear. Anna suspected he was telling it the rest of the story.
She fell into step beside Viola. ‘You should be nicer to him,’ she said gently. ‘I’ve seen this with my orphans. They talk and talk when they’re upset or frightened, because they don’t want you to leave them alone.’
Viola sighed. ‘But he just doesn’t stop.’
‘This is a pretty scary journey for kids who aren’t tough,’ Anna said, admiring the calluses on Viola’s hands, and what looked like shark-teeth scars on her forearm. ‘Like us,’ she added.
‘Nah, Molworth’s not scared,’ said Viola dismissively, though Anna wasn’t so sure. She’d heard him whimpering only the night before, and the bags under his eyes were proof he wasn’t getting much sleep. ‘I think he’s just struggling to figure out how his perfect, loving Queen could be leading an army to war, and sending people to kill us.’
‘She’s really evil, isn’t she? As well as being a terrible best friend,’ Anna said, as casually as she could manage.
Viola nodded. ‘She’s everything that’s wrong with government. I just wish Molworth would finally realize.’
‘Why did you bring him with you, anyway?’ Anna asked.
‘He broke me out of prison,’ she said.
‘Really?’ said Anna, examining Molworth through new eyes. ‘Him?’
‘He’s not as weak as he looks. And he’s oddly smart. I mean, he does run his own pub.’
‘Wait,’ said Anna, stopping short. ‘Molworth runs a pub?’ She turned to him. ‘You run a pub?’ she called.
Molworth quickly stopped hugging the horse and cleared his throat. ‘What? I mean … of course I do. I told you about the Royal Oak this morning. What did you think it was?’
‘I thought it was the name of your tree house or something. You run your own pub? For who, children?’
‘Don’t be silly, only a fool would give beer to children.’ He cleared his throat again, even louder this time. ‘Most of my patrons are sailors.’
‘Sailors!’ Anna exclaimed, grabbing Molworth by the lapels in her excitement. ‘Like, young, pretty sailors?’
‘Um, some of them are, I suppose. There’s one called Billy “No Teeth” Jack who people say is pretty.’
‘And there’s me,’ said Viola pointedly.
Molworth snorted. ‘Oh yeah, sure, Viola.’ He rolled his eyes, then yelped when Viola punched him in the arm.
‘But that’s amazing,’ said Anna. ‘I didn’t know children could run pubs! That is the best job I’ve ever heard of. Do you get to insult your customers, and throw people out for bad behaviour?’
‘All the time,’ said Molworth, watching Anna uncertainly, as if he wasn’t sure if she was teasing him. ‘Although I pay Shark-Face Sally to do the actual throwing.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘Come to think of it, people say she’s very pretty too.’
Anna stared up at the sky. ‘I … I think you might be the luckiest person I’ve ever met,’ she said dreamily.
Molworth’s cheeks turned bright red, and he clung tightly to Archibald II for balance.
Viola eyed Anna suspiciously. ‘You were just saying those things to cheer him up, right?’ she whispered.
‘What? Oh yeah … of course!’ Anna stammered. ‘Running a pub? Pff – what a waste of time.’
But every night, as they huddled in a circle, wrapped in blankets and warmed by a small, smoky fire, Anna would probe Molworth for new tales from the Oak. The rowdiest pub brawls, the most gruesome injuries, the worst rat infestations. It wasn’t long before Viola joined in with stories of her own, and they laughed and teased one another. Anna’s mood was only dampened by Ellie, who sat beside them, but with her mind somewhere else. When she laughed, it was always a beat behind the others.
When they ran out of stories, they played games. Viola and Molworth knew a lot of good card games Anna had never heard of, though they had to be modified to work with the water-damaged deck she’d brought from the City. They didn’t have an Enemy card or an Inquisitor card or even a Whale card on Shipwreck Island, but weird cards instead, like a King and a Queen. They took to placing bets, using seashells they’d collected during the day. When they got bored of betting on cards they bet on arm-wrestles, something that Viola was extremely good at. She could even beat Anna half the time, though only because Anna had hurt her arm during the battle with the Sentinels.
‘Doing what?’ Viola snorted. ‘If I hadn’t pulled a muscle swinging my sword, I’d beat you every time.’
‘Oh yeah, you did a great job standing at Castion’s side while he did all the work.’
‘I think I did most of the work, if I’m honest,’ said Molworth. ‘Though what a waste of a good orange,’ he added glumly. ‘Castion’s an impressive swordsman, though. Did you say he’d killed someone?’
Anna poked her head above their circle, searching for Castion. Ellie had already gone to sleep, curled up in her blankets – Anna was pleased to see that for once she looked peaceful. Castion was standing in the doorway of the house they were sheltering in, facing the street, his body tense, sword at the ready.
‘Not someone,’ Anna whispered. ‘Something.’ She leaned in close, lowering her voice to barely a whisper. ‘The Enemy. He cornered the Enemy’s Vessel at the top of a clocktower; only then the Vessel died and the Enemy manifested. It ripped his leg off and he stabbed it with his sword.’ She made the sound of a tree falling, miming the fall with one arm. ‘Dead.’
Viola’s mouth dropped open. Molworth hugged himself tighter. ‘He saw the Enemy … in its true form?’ he whispered.
‘Yup.’
‘What did it look like?’ said Viola.
Anna shrugged. ‘He won’t tell me. I guess it must have been really terrible, though, because he gets this look whenever I ask him about it. I used to ask him about it like three times a day before you both showed up.’
‘I bet it was ten feet tall,’ Molworth squeaked. ‘No … twenty feet tall!’ He squeaked again, trapped somewhere between terror and excitement. ‘No! No! No!’ He took a really long pause. ‘Thirty feet tall. And it probably had red eyes, and worms for hair, and swords for fingers, and –’
‘It didn’t look like that,’ said Castion, and they all jumped to find him standing above them, his face painted with ghoulish shadows by the fire.
‘So what did it look like?’ said Viola.
‘Much worse.’
A chill travelled up Anna’s spine, and she watched Castion’s eyes flickering as they stared into the dark. She guessed he was reliving the moment he had fought it, over and over. Molworth shivered, and Viola wrapped her blanket round herself more tightly. Castion glanced at Ellie’s sleeping form. ‘I pray none of you ever see it.’
His head turned sharply, and they all froze.
‘What?’ Anna whispered.
‘Someone’s coming,’ said Castion. ‘Hide.’
Anna scrambled to wake Ellie, only to find she was already up, her eyes wide and alert. They hurried on their hands and knees towards the others, crouching by a large hole torn in the wall of the house.
Anna heard it now: an odd dragging shuffle and a low voice. Her heart jumped as she realized it was just outside, a shadow hidden in shadow, muttering breathlessly.
‘Wait,’ Molworth whispered. ‘I know that man. I saw him at the palace.’
Anna squinted through the gloom. ‘Is that … Hargrath?’
The huge man was limping, his black Inquisitor’s coat torn to shreds, a bundle of cloth draped over his shoulders. His face was glistening with sweat, his hair greasy and unkempt. His lips wouldn’t stop moving, rattling off an endless litany, as if he were cursing every single person in the world. Then, without warning, he fell to his knees and started to cry.
Castion stood slowly, sheathing his sword.
‘What are you doing?’ Anna hissed. ‘He’s an Inquisitor – what do you think he’ll do if he sees Ellie?’
‘Stay here and stay hidden,’ Castion whispered. ‘I have to speak to him.’
‘No, don’t,’ Anna said, but Castion was already gone. His metal leg whined as he stepped out of the building, and Hargrath shrieked and turned sharply. Anna and the others dropped out of sight.
‘Killian,’ Castion said softly.
Anna pressed her eye to a gap between two bricks, watching Hargrath struggle to his feet.
‘Don’t come near me!’ he cried. ‘What are you? Another one of those phantoms?’
‘What?’ Castion took a small step. ‘Killian, it’s me – James.’
‘You look like him, but so what? Nobody is what they seem, are they?’
‘He’s even madder than I remember,’ Anna breathed.
‘Killian, what’s happened to you? Have you come from Shipwreck Island?’
Hargrath threw a furious glower south. ‘I went to kill Lancaster, but someone else got to her first. A twisted, preening devil called Loren threw me in a prison, and beat me, and tortured me. I think … somehow, that he was the Vessel too. The Enemy is everywhere, James.’
Castion shook his head. ‘There is only one Vessel, Killian. And if Ellie is dead, then the Enemy won’t return for ten years or more. That is how it’s always been.’
Hargrath’s lip curled. ‘Not any more – it’s taken a new Vessel already. A Queen. She used the Enemy’s power to part the seas, and now she’s leading an army to attack the City.’
‘How did you escape?’
‘The Queen took most of her guards with her. There were barely any left to stop me.’ He grunted, clutching at his neck.
‘You’re bleeding,’ said Castion, taking another step towards him.
Hargrath bared his teeth. ‘Had a run-in with one of the Queen’s metal monsters.’ He tugged at the cloth round his shoulders. ‘Took its cloak to keep me warm. Took its sword too.’
There was a ring of metal, and a strip of silver moonlight cut through the darkness, pointing straight at Castion. Anna tried to get to her feet but Ellie tugged at her arm.
‘Anna, no!’
‘But Castion needs us,’ she said, surprised Ellie didn’t want to help. ‘Wait, I’ll get the net-cannon!’
‘I already used it on that Sentinel. We can’t risk Hargrath seeing me.’
Anna watched Castion helplessly. He was studying Hargrath with a calm expression.
‘Killian, it’s me,’ he said. ‘How long have we known each other? Remember the day we decided to become Inquisitors? Remember how excited we were?’
‘We swore we would protect the people of the City,’ said Hargrath. ‘But we failed. And we keep failing. The Enemy is coming to kill everyone. Like it killed our friends in the clocktower. Like it killed Claude Hestermeyer.’ He paused, breathing heavily. ‘How can we stop something that just keeps coming back, James? How can we help people … when those people could be the Enemy too?’
‘My friend, you’re seeing the Enemy wherever you look. You have to learn to trust again.’
‘Trust?’ Hargrath spat. ‘Who can I possibly trust?’
‘Me, for one.’
Hargrath shook his head. ‘Only the Inquisition can be trusted. Only the Inquisition can protect.’
‘Killian, the Inquisition have had seven hundred years. Are they any closer to defeating the Enemy now? I think the Inquisition have got it wrong. By fighting the Vessel we force them to rely on the Enemy for protection. By telling the people that they should fear everyone, we allow the Enemy to thrive.’
Hargrath’s eyes grew wide in the moonlight. ‘James, if you were anyone else, I would kill you for saying that. I am going back to the City. To protect the people and kill the Enemy. Now get out of my way.’
With a furious rush of strength, Hargrath sprang forward, knocking Castion to the cobbles, then staggering into the darkness. Anna wriggled out of Ellie’s grip and ran to Castion’s side. ‘Are you hurt?’
Castion looked at her sadly. ‘No, I’m fine,’ he said, then stared up the street after Hargrath. ‘We must stop making enemies of each other,’ he sighed, ‘or we will end up fighting our own shadows.’




The High Inquisitor
The City peak reared high overhead, a grim spear of darkness against the sky. As they climbed higher, the streets twisted at sharp angles, forcing them up winding staircases and passageways so tight that, to Molworth’s dismay, they had to let the horses go free.
‘Goodbye, dear Archibald,’ said Anna, since Molworth was too tearful to speak. ‘Goodbye, dear Seth.’
She patted them both as they nibbled on the weeds growing from the thick carpet of moss, and then left them behind. Molworth was much less talkative that day, which was probably for the best: they were close now to the inhabited streets, the ones that had always been above the sea. Anna could hear voices, and the barking of dogs.
‘We must be careful,’ Castion warned, peering up at the City through Ellie’s telescope. ‘We should wait until nightfall. Hargrath will have already told the Inquisition about the Queen’s army – they could have men waiting in ambush. And if they recognize Ellie, well, then we’ll find ourselves in a lot of trouble.’
Molworth puffed up his chest. ‘What can some weakling from the Enemy’s City do to us? We took on two Sentinels.’
‘Yeah, and Hargrath trounced a Sentinel all by himself,’ said Anna. ‘You don’t know how dangerous the Inquisition are. Also they might have rifles.’
‘What’s a rifle?’ said Molworth.
‘Ooh, they’re amazing,’ Anna said eagerly. ‘They shoot these really fast things called bullets, and can kill a man from a hundred feet away.’
Molworth paled. ‘That’s terrifying!’ he said. He eyed the broken windows above suspiciously, then hid behind Viola.
Viola frowned. ‘The Queen’s army doesn’t have anything like that. They’ve just got swords and spears; they won’t stand a chance.’
‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ Anna said.
‘Maybe for your side, but I’ve got friends fighting in that army.’
‘Don’t worry,’ said Molworth. ‘The Queen’s soldiers have shields too; these bullet things will probably bounce straight off them. It’s us I’m worried about.’
They waited inside the crumbly remains of a mansion until nightfall, then climbed a tower on the southern side of the City, through narrow, fishy-smelling stairwells unused in seven centuries. Finally, using Castion’s rope, they clambered out of the top window and up to the building above.
‘Don’t look down, don’t look down, don’t look down,’ Anna whispered, as she hauled herself up the rope. She wasn’t afraid of heights, and would kill anyone who suggested otherwise. She scrambled over a slippery window ledge, and found herself in a familiar, gloomy ruin, with stalactites hanging from the limestone ceiling. On the level above were four workbenches, and piles of tools and broken machines.
‘This is Ellie’s workshop?’ whispered Molworth, as he climbed up behind her, wrinkling his nose. ‘It’s … not what I imagined from your description.’
‘This is only her second workshop,’ said Anna. ‘It’s a secret – nobody knows it’s here but me.’ She puffed her chest out proudly. ‘Oh, and you now, I suppose.’
Ellie pulled herself up behind them and went straight over to the workbenches, turning over screwdrivers and cogs, her eyes busily darting about. Viola stretched out on the ground, and Molworth collapsed next to her in a panting mess.
‘Who’d have thought I’d be so happy to be in the Enemy’s City?’ Viola said, closing her eyes.
‘There’s a rock digging into my back,’ said Molworth, ‘and I’ve still never felt more comfortable.’
‘So what’s next?’ said Anna, hopping up to join Ellie, rubbing her hands eagerly. ‘Where’s this machine and how do we fix it?’
‘Well, there’s things I need,’ Ellie said. ‘It’s not a typical machine, and it will require some unusual parts in order to get it working again.’ She looked at Castion. By Anna’s count, it was only the second time she’d done this. ‘Expensive parts.’
Castion gave a stiff bow. ‘I sold my business before the seas vanished, when the business of a whale lord was still worth something. I’m probably richer now than all the other whale lords put together.’
‘Good.’ Ellie nodded. ‘Let me fix your leg before you go. If you can get me what I need, I might forgive you for what you did.’
Castion’s face was solemn as he gave another bow. Ellie opened a drawer and tipped the contents on to the workbench, sorting the pile of nails by size. When a green marble rolled through the debris, she flicked it away without looking at it. Anna raced to catch it before it hit the floor.
‘Don’t lose that – you can add it to your collection.’
Anna held it up to the light. It was golden in the centre, like an orange sinking into a pond.
Ellie looked at her blankly. ‘Huh?’
‘Your old marble collection,’ Anna said. Her cheeks grew hot, and she felt silly all of a sudden – as if she were talking about a toy Ellie had outgrown.
‘Oh, thanks,’ Ellie said. ‘Sure. Yes.’
Anna clutched the marble, turning her face aside so Ellie wouldn’t see her blush. Maybe Ellie had outgrown some of her old favourite things when she was away. Anna cleared her throat. ‘So, while old Castion’s busy collecting the parts you need, we can get to work on this machine.’
Ellie shook her head. ‘I have to do this by myself – the machine is extremely delicate, and one mistake could ruin everything.’
‘But … where is it?’
‘Down there.’ Ellie pointed to the door opposite the one that led up to her main workshop. ‘Through the sewers.’
‘But where exactly?’ said Anna.
Ellie shook her head. ‘I’m not telling you, Anna. Like I said – nobody can go near it but me.’
‘Oh,’ said Anna, forcing a smile. ‘All right. So … so what can I do, then?’
‘There are other supplies I need, besides the expensive stuff Castion’s collecting – things you’ll be better at scavenging. Do you still have a key to the main workshop?’
Anna nodded. ‘Of course! Though I could easily pick the lock if I didn’t,’ she added, looking at Molworth and Viola in the hope they’d be impressed.
‘Thank you,’ Ellie said, smiling, and Anna’s heart lifted. ‘I knew I could rely on you.’
Anna nodded vigorously. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Just tell me what you need me to do.’
~
Anna left Ellie to fix Castion’s leg, and led Viola and Molworth back to the main workshop on Orphanage Street.
‘Ah, this is more like it,’ said Molworth, gazing approvingly at a dead rat in a glass jar. ‘Though I still think her workshop back in the palace was better.’
Anna scowled. She hated it when Molworth or Viola mentioned their adventures with Ellie and Seth on Shipwreck Island. ‘You’re not seeing it at its best,’ she said defensively. ‘The Inquisitors carted loads of stuff away after they found out … I mean, because they thought Ellie was the Vessel.’
The Inquisition had stripped the workshop of Ellie’s books, leaving large patches of floorboard that weren’t quite as discoloured as the others, and ripped her drawings and schematics from the walls. They’d left her shelves of chemicals and most of the actual inventions, though, like the harpoon gun, and the twisted wreckage of her mum’s oyster-catchers.
‘What’s this for?’ said Viola, running her hand along a big cast-iron trunk.
‘It’s filled with seawater,’ Anna explained. ‘For Seth to practise his weird sea powers on.’ It had taken four burly sailors to carry it in, and Anna guessed the Inquisitors hadn’t relished the prospect of carrying it out again.
Viola nodded and fell silent. She often did when Seth’s name was spoken.
‘What are these?’ said Molworth, rifling through a pile of papers on a workbench.
‘Don’t touch those!’ said Anna, snatching them away, checking he hadn’t smudged any with his grubby fingers. She’d made sure to rescue them from Ellie’s bedroom, hiding them before the Inquisitors had come. ‘They’re drawings Ellie did of her dead brother.’
Molworth frowned. ‘But each drawing is of a different boy.’
‘It’s … complicated,’ said Anna. ‘But this looks exactly like him,’ she said, holding one up. ‘He was the best; you’d have really liked him. Now come on – I’ll make you each a bed in the library. I don’t think you should sleep in the orphanage – the matrons might get suspicious.’
‘I’d rather have my own room, if it’s all the same to you,’ said Molworth, tilting his chin up. ‘A gentleman needs his privacy.’
‘Molworth, we’ve been sleeping in the same dingy ruins for weeks,’ said Viola. ‘I’ve even got used to your trumpet snores now.’
Anna sniffed her jumper, certain that the fact she couldn’t smell herself did not mean she didn’t smell. ‘And in the morning I’ll get you some new clothes from the orphanage.’
She rolled her eyes when she noticed that Molworth was trying, and failing, to wrestle Viola to the ground. Viola put her hand on his face, keeping him at arm’s length.
‘Now both of you just behave,’ Anna said sternly. ‘And get some sleep. Ellie needs our help, and we are not going to let her down.’
~
The next morning they ate a hurried breakfast of rolls and cheese that Anna had liberated from the orphanage kitchens. Anna kept her eye on the door to the basement, which led to the second workshop, waiting for Ellie to appear.
‘Where is she?’ said Anna, tapping a bread knife impatiently against the floorboards. ‘Molworth, close your mouth when you chew.’
‘What’s your hurry?’ said Molworth, spraying breadcrumbs everywhere.
‘We’ve only got like two weeks until the Queen’s army arrives,’ said Anna. ‘I don’t want to sit around watching you chew your breakfast. I want to help.’ She huffed, turned her head, then yelped when she found Ellie standing over them.
‘How’d you sneak up on me like that?’
Ellie had heavy bags under her eyes, and scratches on her fingers. She was still wearing her clothes from the day before, and smelled of the sewers.
‘You look terrible, Ellie,’ said Viola. ‘Did you even sleep?’
‘A little,’ said Ellie. ‘Here.’ She held out a piece of paper to Anna, with a tired smile. ‘I need you to find these things for me.’
‘Of course,’ said Anna eagerly, snatching the paper. ‘But first you need to eat something.’ She grabbed an empty plate.
Ellie shook her head. ‘There’s no time.’
‘I know what you’re like when you’re inventing,’ said Anna, piling the plate with bread and cheese. ‘You’d wither to nothing if it wasn’t for me. Now sit,’ she said, using the voice she normally reserved for the smallest orphans.
Ellie looked uncertainly at the plate, then sat down. She picked up a roll, staring at it for a moment, then took a tiny bite. Her eyes kept darting to the basement door, making Anna’s heart sink. All this time apart, and Ellie couldn’t even spare five minutes to have breakfast with her.
‘Watch how you eat, Ellie,’ said Molworth. ‘Anna will have you executed if you get a single crumb on the floor.’
‘Molworth, I could see the bread going down your throat,’ Anna snapped. She glanced at Ellie, who was still staring at the basement door. An uncomfortable silence fell, and Anna looked at Viola and Molworth. Nobody knew what to say.
‘So, um, Ellie,’ said Anna. ‘How … how does it feel to be back in the City?’
Anna winced – it was a terrible question. Last time Ellie had been here she’d been forced to fake her own death just to escape the Inquisition. Fortunately, Ellie didn’t seem to be listening. She took another small bite of roll, then got to her feet.
‘Well, I really should be getting back to work,’ she said, and Anna felt another swoop of disappointment. ‘When you get the items on that list, please leave them in the second workshop, even if I’m not there. Don’t come looking for me in the sewers.’
‘You barely ate a thing!’ Anna complained. Ellie stared Anna in the eye, slowly placing the entire roll in her mouth, then swallowing it whole.
Anna gaped, half shocked, half impressed. ‘Um … want some water with that?’
‘There’s no time,’ said Ellie. ‘Bye!’ she added, before rushing through the basement door. Anna listened to her footsteps fade away.
‘Sorry, Anna,’ said Viola.
‘It’s fine,’ said Anna, much too quickly. ‘Ellie’s got more important things to do. And so do we,’ she added, getting to her feet. ‘Here, you’ll need these,’ she said, piling gloves and scarves in their arms, then unflinging the bolts on the front door.
The moment they were on the street, Anna’s chest twisted. The bell of the Inquisition was ringing: a harsh, joyless clang that scraped her bones.
‘What’s that horrible ringing for?’ said Viola.
‘Um, it normally means the Vessel has been found,’ said Anna.
Across the street, two men were standing guard by the doors of the orphanage, as Castion had promised. The doors swung open, and Fry, Ibnet and the other orphans came spilling out, with Matron Stileman behind them, looking tired and harassed as she buttoned up her coat. ‘Ah, Anna,’ she said. ‘How’s your apprenticeship with Lord Castion going?’
‘Oh, right,’ said Anna. She’d forgotten about this particular lie. ‘Yeah, it’s great. I, um … learned how to make rope from whale intestines. What’s the bell ringing for?’
‘Some important announcement by the Inquisition, apparently,’ Matron Stileman said. ‘Maybe they’re finally going to explain what in Saints’ names is happening with the sea.’
Anna and Viola exchanged a look. ‘I guess people haven’t heard about the army yet,’ she whispered, following Matron Stileman and the orphans through the City.
‘Why is everyone wearing dirt-coloured clothes?’ said Molworth, wrinkling his nose. ‘And why are all the houses dirt-coloured too?’
‘Shh!’ Anna hissed, pulling him and Viola through the streets, past parents padlocking their front doors, past children kicking each other, past old men hobbling on their canes and cursing any children who got too close. ‘Stop staring at everything.’
‘This is the worst place I’ve ever seen,’ said Viola.
‘Frederick Street?’ said Anna, glancing about. ‘Yeah, it’s not the nicest street, but they do have a great festival here on the anniversary of the third execution. They sell these chocolate-covered apples, and one time I found this really big worm in mine, and –’
‘I didn’t mean the street,’ said Viola. ‘I meant the whole City. Everyone looks so miserable. Wait, you celebrate executions here?’ She said in disgust, then tutted. ‘This City needs a Revolution.’
Anna narrowed her eyes. ‘What’s a Revolution?’
‘It’s when the people wrest control from their evil masters. Rise up as one and take back what’s theirs. Like … like bread and stuff.’
Anna nodded eagerly, her head filling with images of herself leading an army of orphans, storming the Inquisitorial Keep and dragging the Inquisitors out kicking and screaming. ‘Wait, where’s Molworth?’
She glanced round to see that he had caught up with the orphans and was now talking to Fry and Ibnet.
‘My house has five toilets,’ he was telling them. ‘I’m the son of an extremely wealthy aristocrat. His name is Lord Reginald Molworth the Greatest.’
Fry and Ibnet were hanging on his every word, buying the lie despite Molworth’s torn trousers, and the fact that most aristocrats didn’t constantly pick their noses. Molworth’s cheeks flushed red as he told them about his pet tiger. He seemed to be struggling to stop himself from laughing.
They huddled into St Ephram’s Square, where what looked like the entire population of the City had gathered, and where the massive, ugly form of the Inquisitorial Keep reared above them, a mountain of stone spikes, flying black flags embroidered with the golden, all-seeing eye of the Inquisition. At its peak was the statue of the Enemy, a smiling man holding a child in his arms. On the plaque at his feet were the words:
AND IT SHALL CLAIM EVEN THE INNOCENT
Anna scanned the faces around her, seeing looks of worry, and fear, but also of hope, as if people trusted the Inquisition to make everything better.
‘Someone’s coming!’ Fry said, pointing to the Keep.
On a wide balcony halfway up the building, a pair of double doors opened. Five Inquisitors stepped out, tall and grim-faced. Anna glowered as she recognized Hargrath among them, now clean-shaven, his hair neatly cut, wearing a shiny new coat. Then the Inquisitors parted to let a final figure through.
He was the oldest man Anna had ever seen. His long hair was white as sea foam, and his grey skin hung from his throat in drooping folds, like bread dough, leaving precious little to cover his pointed face. It was pulled so taut against his cheeks and around his eyes that Anna could make out the skull underneath.
‘What is that?’ said Viola, her nose wrinkling.
‘It’s the High Inquisitor,’ said Anna.
There was something jerky and bird-like about the way the old man walked. His clothes were oddly bulky too, and Anna suspected there were hidden mechanisms beneath to help him move, and to keep him standing so upright. He held up his arms for quiet, though the crowd had fallen silent the moment he appeared.
‘People of the City,’ he said. His voice was like a sword dragged through gravel. ‘I bring dire news.’
Even the youngest child was now watching the man with the utmost attention. All Anna could hear was Ibnet’s heavy breathing and the squawks of distant seagulls.
‘The parting of the seas was caused by none other than the Great Enemy of Humankind.’
There were gasps, then screams.
‘No! Saints protect us!’
‘But you killed it! You killed the Vessel!’
The High Inquisitor raised his hands again, and the crowd quietened to a murmur. ‘It would appear that either the Vessel was not destroyed, or that the Enemy is now able to return more quickly to the mortal plane, after its Vessel’s destruction. And I’m afraid the parting of the seas was just the beginning. We are not so alone in this endless ocean as we once thought. Through our tireless vigilance, the Inquisition has learned that there is another island, far to the south, ruled by an evil Queen. She has conspired with the Enemy, and is even now sending an army this way to destroy us.’
Anna felt Fry’s and Ibnet’s sweaty hands grip hers tightly. The crowd shifted as people cried out in horror, and city guardsmen rushed forward from the side alleys, herding everyone tightly towards the centre.
‘PEOPLE OF THE CITY!’ roared the High Inquisitor. Anna had no idea how someone so old could shout so loudly. ‘Do not lose hope! Is the Most Holy Order of the Inquisition not sworn to protect you? We may be without our ships, but we stand atop the greatest structure our ancestors ever built. With our blood and sweat, we shall turn the City into an impregnable fortress upon which the Enemy’s army shall break like a feeble wave.’
‘Praise the Holy Inquisition!’
‘Praise our glorious protectors!’
‘But, friends,’ the High Inquisitor continued, his voice growing sombre, ‘you too have your parts to play. The Enemy’s army is far larger than the Inquisition. If we are to meet it in battle, we need more soldiers of our own. To that end, it is hereby decreed that all able-bodied men over the age of fifteen shall be required to bear arms against this evil alliance.’
There was a long moment of silence as the crowd absorbed this news. Then, a flurry of gasps swept through the square. Anna saw a mother clutch her teenage son tightly, weeping on to his shoulder. Behind her she saw a group of young, handsome sailors muttering among themselves. Some she recognized from happier times, when she’d pestered them in the hopes of getting their autographs. Dimitri was there too, staring fearfully at his feet.
An odd commotion drew Anna’s eyes back to the balcony. Hargrath was speaking quickly to the High Inquisitor, his teeth bared in anger, spit flying from his lips. The High Inquisitor threw him a stern, terrifying glare, and Hargrath turned and marched back inside the Keep.
‘Glorious citizens, fear not!’ cried the High Inquisitor, leaning over the balcony. ‘For though some of you will face battle, it is a battle we shall win. This is the Last and Greatest City of Humankind, and we are its people. We have endured the Enemy for seven hundred years. It cannot break us!’
‘The City will prevail!’ an old man shouted, lifting a bottle of wine into the air.
‘The saints shall protect us!’ yelled a woman, clutching the hand of a shivering young man.
‘Anna, the Queen has an army of professional soldiers,’ said Viola, pulling Anna aside and looking around at the crowd. ‘What can a bunch of untrained boys do against that? They’re going to get killed.’
‘It won’t come to that,’ said Anna, though her chest was tight. ‘Ellie is going to fix everything.’
‘Are you sure?’ said Viola uncertainly.
‘Of course,’ said Anna, ‘She’s Ellie. You’ll see. She always has a plan to make everything better.’



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Seventeen
James sent a note this morning saying he’s got exciting news to tell me. The moment I’d finished in the workshop, I rushed to the Seagull and Child, to find it empty except for James and Killian, grinning like devils, sitting at a round table with three tankards of ale between them.
‘You’re too young to be served beer,’ I said, as Killian nudged a tankard towards me.
James smiled: the gleaming, handsome smile that he’d honed to a weapon – James could get almost anything he wanted with that smile. ‘I told Hilda it was a special occasion,’ he said, gesturing to the old woman behind the bar.
I sat down, sniffing the ale suspiciously. ‘Alcohol impairs cognitive function. I need to work this afternoon – I’m designing something big. It’s top secret.’
‘Your massive wall, yes, everyone knows,’ said James.
‘It’s going to –’
‘“Protect the Great Docks from storms and tidal waves”,’ James and Killian said together, then both laughed. I narrowed my eyes at them.
‘Sorry, Hannah,’ said Killian, ‘but you’re not good at keeping secrets.’
‘And we have a secret of our own to tell you,’ said James, and they shared another conspiratorial grin. They’ve turned into something of a double act this last year. I’ve heard people say they are the two handsomest young men in all the City. Personally, I don’t see it.
James leaned towards me, his eyes wide and eager. ‘My dad put in a good word with High Inquisitor Vanahaugh. Killian and I are to become trainee Inquisitors.’
I jerked in my chair, accidentally jolting the table and spilling ale on the floor. I felt a strange mix of excitement and fear, remembering Altimus’s many warnings about the Inquisition. Seeing my expression, James’s smile dropped.
‘I … that’s brilliant news!’ I said, trying to cover. ‘Oh dear,’ I said, dabbing at the spilled beer with my sleeve and bracing myself for them to start teasing me about my clumsiness. But they were in too good a mood.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll get it,’ said Killian, hurrying to the bar to grab a mop.
‘You’ll be the youngest Inquisitors ever,’ I said.
‘Trainee Inquisitors,’ James corrected.
‘Taking the fight to the Great Enemy itself!’ said Killian, gripping the mop in both hands and swinging it back and forth like a sword.
‘Boy, put that down,’ Hilda groaned, and Killian bowed in apology, then set about mopping.
‘So, am I allowed to tell anyone?’ I asked.
‘Yeah, we wouldn’t have told you otherwise,’ said James. ‘Though who would you tell?’
‘What does that mean? I have lots of friends,’ I said, without much confidence. ‘I could tell Peter and Claude? They’ll be impressed.’
Killian clapped a hand on James’s shoulder. ‘The Enemy’s going to run in terror when it sees us coming,’ he said, then punched the air. He was so tall that he accidentally punched the ceiling, raining plaster on the floor. ‘Oops,’ he said, grimacing at a scowling Hilda. ‘Sorry.’
Hilda produced a dustpan and brush, and Killian’s cheeks flushed red as he started to sweep.
I leaned in towards James. ‘So, um … does this mean you’re going to be giving up your studies at the university?’
James shrugged. ‘We both know I’m a terrible scholar. It’s nice to see Peter and Claude every day, but –’
‘And me,’ I said.
‘And you, when your head isn’t in the clouds.’
I kicked him under the table.
‘But that’s your world, not mine.’
‘So your world is hunting people down and executing them?’ I said, much more aggressively than I’d intended. James stared at me in surprise.
‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I … I do think it’s a noble cause,’ I added uncertainly.
‘I want to be good at something, Hannah. And I’m not good at being a scholar.’
‘Whatever happened to your dream of becoming a whale lord?’
‘That was just a child’s fantasy. This is serious. I can help people.’
‘Feeding people is pretty helpful,’ I said quietly. There was a hard knot in my stomach, and I struggled to look James in the eye.
‘Sorry about that,’ said Killian, scratching the back of his head as he sat back down. ‘I don’t know my own strength.’
‘Well,’ I said, ‘I guess this deserves a toast?’
I raised my tankard, and they did the same. I ignored my uneasiness and forced a smile. ‘To Inquisitors Killian Hargrath and James Castion, saviours of the City!’




Ellie’s New Invention
Every day Ellie would supply Anna with a new list of items she needed to fix her mysterious machine, and every day Anna would set out with Molworth and Viola to collect them. Ellie’s lists were long, and strange, and flung them to all corners of the City. Some of the requests were commonplace, like copper wire and iron plates. Others were more exotic, like seal teeth and bird skeletons and –
‘A human brain?’ said Anna, staring at the latest list in horror.
‘It doesn’t have to be from a living human,’ said Ellie. ‘The university has some pickled in jars. That list’s for Castion, anyway – he’ll be able to buy one from them.’
Anna blinked. ‘What sort of machine needs a human brain to make it work?’
‘It’s … too complicated to explain,’ said Ellie.
‘I’ve helped you build machines for years,’ said Anna, frowning.
‘I don’t have time, Anna,’ said Ellie, placing a second list in Anna’s hand. ‘Every moment is precious. Kate’s army will be here in less than a week. The machine must be fixed before then.’
Anna was silent for a moment, looking at her unlaced shoes. She had to keep reminding herself that Ellie didn’t mean to be so dismissive – she was just doing something really important.
‘But how is it going to stop the war, exactly? It’s … it’s not going to kill them all, is it?’
‘Of course not!’ said Ellie. ‘Look.’ She gave Anna another one of her forced smiles that made Anna’s heart sink. ‘I’ll explain everything once it’s finished.’
‘If there’s anything left of you by then,’ said Anna, looking Ellie up and down. Her eyes were ringed red, her skin the colour of ash, and she was noticeably thinner than when she’d rescued them from the Sentinel. ‘Are you even eating the food I’ve been leaving for you?’ She took a strand of Ellie’s hair between her fingers, to check it wasn’t falling out again.
Ellie grabbed her hand. ‘Anna, please, stop fussing.’
Anna noticed the state of Ellie’s fingers – they were covered in cuts, and one of her nails had fallen off. ‘Ellie,’ Anna moaned, wincing at the sight of the raw flesh where the nail should have been. ‘You’re not taking care of yourself!’
Ellie dropped her hand. ‘Fixing the machine is much more important.’
‘But you’re going to kill yourself before then if you’re not careful!’ Anna took a deep breath. ‘I don’t understand why you never want to talk to me. Look, I know that this Queen person was your friend, and she stabbed you in the back. But I’m not going to do that. I’d never, ever do that in a million years.’
‘I know, Anna. And I’m grateful. But I have to go.’
She turned and opened the door to the basement. Anna felt a surge of anger and slammed it shut again. ‘I need to know that the orphans are going to be safe,’ she demanded. ‘I need to know that you are going to be safe.’
Ellie gritted her teeth. ‘Why are you being like this? Why can’t you just do as I say?’
‘Because you’re the Vessel, and I never noticed, for three whole years! What kind of best friend does that make me?’ Anna dug her fingernails into her palms. ‘I’m never letting you down again. And if that means forcing you to take a nap now and then, then I’ll stuff you in a bed myself and hold a sword to your neck until I hear you snoring.’
Ellie seemed almost bored. ‘Anna, I looked after myself those three years. I know what I’m doing.’
‘No you don’t!’ said Anna. ‘Not always. Without me and Seth helping you, the Enemy would have won, and you’d … you’d already be gone. Now why don’t you tell me what’s really going on? You’re not yourself – please, let’s talk about it. I can help.’
‘There’s NO TIME, ANNA!’ Ellie bellowed, her eyes bulging with fury. Anna took a step back, her mouth dropping open. Ellie exhaled slowly. ‘I’m … I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout at you. But listen: the best way for you to protect me, and the orphans, and everyone else is to just do as I say and get me the things on that list.’
And with that, she hurried away through the basement door.
~
Anna didn’t see Ellie the next day, or the day after that. The only signs that she was still alive were the lists Anna found waiting in the workshop every morning. The following night, Anna stayed up in the hope of catching Ellie delivering the newest list. She fell asleep by mistake, waking to find another list, but no Ellie.
With four days until the Queen’s army was expected, the City was now a hive of industry. The blacksmiths’ forges belched smoke at all hours, as weapons were crafted for the coming battle. The mansion-harbours at the Great Docks had been transformed into mighty workshops, and the one time Anna had got close enough she’d glimpsed crude rifles being bashed together. Inquisitors patrolled every street, scrutinizing the preparations with a steely glare. The people of the City were grim-faced and silent. Nobody was stopping to chat, everyone had a job to do, and the Inquisitors were there to make sure of both.
‘What’s next?’ Anna asked grumpily.
Viola scanned the latest list. She frowned. ‘Bird droppings? What would Ellie need bird droppings for?’
Anna shrugged. She didn’t know what was going on inside Ellie’s head these days. ‘What else is on it?’
‘Sulphur and charcoal.’
‘I really wish she’d tell us what this machine does,’ sighed Molworth. ‘Has she shown it to you yet, Anna?’
‘I mean, obviously she has,’ Anna lied.
Molworth jumped up in excitement. ‘Well – what is it?’
‘Oh, you know, it’s, ah, um …’ Anna swallowed. ‘Well, it’s complicated to explain …’
‘You don’t know,’ said Viola flatly.
‘Of course I do! Ellie tells me everything.’
Molworth patted her sympathetically on the back. ‘It’s okay, Anna,’ he said. ‘You were separated all those months she was on Shipwreck Island. It’s normal that you’ve grown apart.’
‘We’ve not grown apart!’ Anna snapped. ‘We’re best friends – we always have been.’
Molworth patted her sympathetically on the back again.
‘Stop doing that!’
‘What if we sneaked after her?’ said Viola. ‘See where she goes?’
Anna approved of this, in theory, never wanting to pass up a chance at espionage. But it still didn’t feel right, betraying Ellie’s trust like that.
‘The machine could be anywhere beneath us. There are stacks and stacks of old streets – even below the sewers. When they built the City, they kept running out of space for people to live in, so they just heaped more streets on top.’
‘You know,’ said Molworth, ‘you could just ask Ellie what it does.’
‘I’ve tried!’ Anna protested. ‘She just … never wants to talk to me. But that’s because she’s really busy, not because we’ve grown apart. She has a war to stop, after all! Maybe you two should stop being so nosy.’ She raised her fists. ‘Ever thought of that?’
Viola and Molworth shared a meaningful look, and Anna huffed and stormed off. They caught up with her, each taking an arm either side.
‘I’m trying to abandon you here,’ Anna said. ‘Get stuffed, or I’ll thwack you both.’
Viola laughed. ‘As if you could take me. Look – you’re right, there’s a war coming. There’s no time for us to be in a mood with each other. What’s next on the list again?’
Anna smiled, her spirits lifting slightly. As they darted through the Markets of the Unknown Saint, on the hunt for bird droppings, they passed a square where a hundred men were facing one another in pairs. They carried wooden shields and swords, which they were bashing clumsily against one another. Inquisitors marched among them, bellowing orders and insults.
A chill settled in Anna’s heart as she spotted Dimitri, who she’d always thought such a strong, brave sailor. Looking at him now, though, clinging to a flimsy wooden sword, staring fearfully at the Inquisitor in front of him, he seemed just a young boy.
‘Are you deaf?’ the Inquisitor barked at him. ‘Raise your shield, or I’ll have you whipped.’
Anna marched forward, rolling up her sleeves, but was pulled back by Viola. ‘Anna, you’re no use to anyone locked up in a prison cell.’
‘Out of my way,’ said a gruff voice, as Hargrath shoved the other Inquisitor aside, taking Dimitri’s shield and holding it up in demonstration. ‘Like this, boy,’ he growled. ‘Keep your shield raised or you’ll wind up dead.’
Dimitri nodded in thanks, and Anna wrinkled her nose.
‘Did … did Hargrath just do something helpful?’ she said, as he marched away. She caught Dimitri’s eye, and gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile. His lips twitched, but the fear did not leave his eyes.
Anna turned, her shoulders heavy, and saw Castion striding across the square, dressed in an immaculate new green coat, an expensive leopard pelt slung over one shoulder. He was followed by five bespectacled men carrying doctor’s bags, with stethoscopes round their necks.
‘Wherever the fighting is,’ Castion was telling them, ‘you will stay close by. The Council will provide you with orderlies, and –’
‘Um, how close by, exactly, Lord Castion?’ said one frightened surgeon.
‘Close enough that you can hear the cries of the wounded.’
The surgeon’s eyes bulged. ‘But … what if we’re attacked ourselves? Can the whale lords spare some sailors to protect us?’
‘Their sailors will already be fighting. But don’t worry. You’ll have me defending you.’
The surgeon nodded, visibly reassured.
‘What are you doing?’ said Anna, stepping forward. ‘I thought you were supposed to be helping … you know … to find things for her machine.’
Castion moved away from the surgeons. ‘I can do both,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t trust the Inquisitors to make sure the injured are properly cared for, so I volunteered to be in charge of the hospitals during the battle.’
‘There won’t be any injured,’ said Anna. ‘Ellie’s machine’s going to stop the battle before it begins.’
Castion looked worriedly at the boys training in the centre of the square. ‘I hope you’re right,’ he said.
Anna watched Dimitri, his hand trembling round the hilt of his sword as he clumsily parried a blow. ‘So do I,’ she whispered.
She felt a heavy weight in her chest as she waved goodbye to Castion, and followed Viola and Molworth from the square, passing beneath a bridge on which a preacher was standing, arms raised to the sky, spit flecking the air.
‘Every man, woman and child must do their part to protect the City!’ he roared. ‘Some may even have to die in its defence. But know that those who do shall be rewarded by the saints themselves, received in their halls as the most honoured guests. Sacrifice is necessary, so that the Great City of Humankind shall last forever more, so its light shall never diminish! TO THE ENEMY’S END!’
~
When they weren’t out foraging, Anna, Molworth and Viola were in the orphanage. Anna had explained to the matrons that Viola was Castion’s niece, Molworth her best friend, and that they had Castion’s permission to visit whenever they pleased. The orphans were in awe of Molworth and his house with five toilets, and of Viola too, and her arms that were so clearly muscular and strong, in a way that Anna considered obvious and showy, not like the hidden strength in her own arms. She planned to accept Viola’s challenge of an arm-wrestle rematch any day now, once she had fewer things to worry about.
‘Come on – you’re not doing anything right now?’ said Viola, while they ate breakfast in the workshop, sitting in a circle on the floor.
‘Oh yeah, no, I have to, um, I have to judge a painting competition for the younger orphans.’
‘That’s what you said yesterday!’
‘You need to get better at lying, Anna,’ said Molworth. ‘The trick is to imagine yourself naked.’
‘Molworth, you’ve got it the wrong way round –’ Viola started to explain, then shook her head. ‘Actually, never mind. I’m going to the toilet.’
Anna grumbled, watching the door to the basement, wishing that Ellie would bounce through it. She sighed, then yelped when she turned to find Molworth’s face inches from hers.
‘You miss her, don’t you?’ he said, watching her with his big, puddle-like eyes.
‘How can I miss her? She’s here.’
‘But she’s different,’ said Molworth. ‘Whatever happened between her and the Queen, it’s changed her.’
Anna nodded, keen to pursue this theory. If that was true, then it wasn’t Anna’s fault that they’d grown distant. ‘What’s she like? This Queen?’
Molworth stiffened slightly. ‘She’s perfect. A perfect God-Queen who protects us and watches over us, and whatever nasty things Viola’s told you are all filthy lies.’
‘But … she kidnapped Seth? She hurt Ellie?’
‘She’s perfect, all right?’ said Molworth, glaring at Anna intensely. Anna couldn’t tell if he was trying to convince her, or himself.
‘Okay, I believe you,’ Anna lied, then let out a slow breath. ‘I just wish Ellie would trust me.’ Her chest tightened. ‘I mean, I know I let her down. There were … things I didn’t realize until it was too late. But I’d do anything for her.’
‘I’d trust you, if I were Ellie. I can tell you’re loyal. I think anyone would be very lucky to have you as a friend.’
Anna smiled. ‘Well, I guess you must be very lucky, then.’
Molworth ate a large spoonful of porridge, watching Anna carefully. ‘Don’t make me vomit,’ he said.
He finished his porridge and washed his bowl in the sink, and Anna noticed that he was particularly cheerful for the rest of the day.
~
It was the evening before the Queen’s army was expected to arrive. The streets were empty apart from a few stragglers hurrying home with bundles of rations in their arms. Windows were boarded up, and the distant sound of wailing children was a constant accompaniment to the screeching of seagulls.
In an attempt to boost morale in the orphanage, Viola was arm-wrestling the orphans one by one, or, in the case of Fry and Ibnet, two versus one. After she’d beaten them all, the matrons challenged her too. While everyone was distracted, Anna robbed the kitchens, finding a tray of stale rolls that she rushed over to the workshop to leave for Ellie.
To her surprise, as she rounded the trunk of seawater, she heard the sound of voices from the basement. The door opened, and Castion appeared.
‘Anna, good evening.’ He bowed deeply. ‘I’m just here for a special delivery. There’s a meeting of the War Council tonight, and then I need to make sure the field hospitals are properly provisioned.’
Ellie walked into the workshop behind him. She was clutching a tattered book in her hands, turning it over and examining it carefully. Anna guessed this was the special delivery Castion had mentioned.
‘Have you not noticed she looks terrible?’ Anna whispered, as Castion walked past. ‘You’re an adult – tell her to eat something.’
Ellie looked round with red-ringed eyes, which widened at the sight of the rolls in Anna’s hands. She raced over, grabbed one with both hands, and began tearing out chunks like a wild animal.
Castion shrugged. ‘There you go,’ he said, grimacing as crumbs flew at his coat.
‘Has she told you what this machine is going to do?’ Anna asked.
‘It’s going to destroy all the metal in the Queen’s army,’ said Ellie, her mouth full. ‘All their armour and weapons. Then they’ll have no choice but to retreat.’
Anna stared at her. ‘You couldn’t have just told me that before?’
‘I didn’t have time,’ Ellie said, tearing into another roll.
‘Ellie, it took five seconds!’
‘I had to concentrate, Anna!’
‘Good evening, both,’ said Castion, backing away uneasily. ‘And I hope I did the right thing giving you that,’ he said, glancing at the tattered book.
Ellie nodded, but didn’t even turn to look at him, gobbling up a third roll with the grace of a hungry toddler. Castion opened the door just enough to squeeze through, then Anna locked it behind him.
‘Well, I’m glad you’re eating, at least,’ she said. Ellie grinned broadly, eyes wide and manic, and Anna felt a flutter of excitement. ‘Wait … have you finished it? Is it done?’
‘It’s done,’ Ellie said, spraying globs of half-chewed bread. ‘I haven’t fixed the whole thing, but I’ve fixed one part, and that part will fix the rest, if that makes sense.’ She was talking more to herself than to Anna. ‘And I’ve made improvements too, so hopefully it’ll still work even if the seas return. It just needs power now,’ she added, with a crumb-coated grin.
‘What kind of power? Whale oil?’
Ellie shook her head. ‘No, something more complicated. It’s a very intricate machine. It was made long ago, by someone extremely clever.’
‘So you’ll stop the war … and everything will be fine,’ Anna said, and let out a long sigh. The tension she’d been carrying around in her shoulders dripped away like melting ice. ‘And things can go back to normal.’
Ellie wiped her mouth on her sleeve. ‘Yeah, normal.’
‘What’s the book?’ said Anna, picking it up from the workbench where Ellie had dropped it. The brown leather cover was heavily scratched, and when she turned to the front page she found yellowed, wafer-thin paper scribbled with faded black ink.
The Journal of Hannah Lancaster
Anna’s eyes bulged. ‘Ellie, this is your mum’s journal!’ she said eagerly. ‘What was Castion doing with it?’
‘My mum left it to him in her will. He said he wasn’t supposed to give it to me until I was grown up, but he’s worried he’s not going to survive the battle. Apparently, it was only ever supposed to be read by me and my brother.’
Anna put the book back down with reverent care, imagining how delighted Ellie must be – a whole book full of her mum’s thoughts and stories. Then she looked at Ellie, and felt a sting of disappointment. Ellie didn’t seem the least bit excited to have this book returned to her, or even upset. A memory of her mother – a treasure that Ellie hadn’t even known existed – and all she seemed to care about was eating more rolls.
‘Listen, um …’ Anna picked up an envelope from the workbench. ‘The day you left, I knew the Inquisition would come and raid the workshop, so I rescued your drawings of Finn.’
Ellie’s head snapped in her direction. ‘You went into my bedroom?’
Anna winced. ‘I thought you wouldn’t mind. And look!’ She pulled out a sheaf of drawings, holding them up for Ellie to see. ‘These three look exactly like him; you were always really good at drawing faces.’
Ellie held one up and squinted at it. ‘I … you know the memory of my brother is … difficult for me.’
‘But you conquered that, right? You turned the memory of Finn from something bad to something good again. Look at this one – see, you even got his nose right. It turns a little to the side just like yours does.’
‘I don’t want to see pictures of my dead brother, Anna!’
Anna took two steps backwards, hot shame filling her chest. ‘I’m sorry. I just … I thought you’d want to see them.’
‘I do.’ Ellie fiddled with her sleeves. ‘I’m sorry I snapped at you. Let me see.’
She picked up the picture again, smiling as she did so. But Anna felt an odd discomfort in her stomach. Ellie’s eyes had glazed over, as if she was looking at it, but trying very hard not to see it. A bead of sweat rolled down Ellie’s forehead.
‘It’s … it’s lovely,’ she said, handing the drawing back to Anna. ‘Thank you.’
‘No, it’s yours – keep it! Where’s that other drawing, by the way? The drawing of Finn’s. Of the three of us on that boat? You took it away with you on your journey – we put it in that envelope of dried seal intestine.’
‘Oh, oh yes. I’ve still got it somewhere.’
‘Where?’ said Anna.
‘In my coat,’ Ellie said. ‘Down in the second workshop.’
Anna frowned. ‘Can I see it?’
Ellie shook her head. ‘No, wait. I remember now. I lost it. I left it on Shipwreck Island.’
‘Oh … Okay. Why did you forget that?’
‘There was a lot going on,’ said Ellie. ‘The Queen was chasing me. I had to run.’
‘I get that, but … how could you forget you’d lost it? That piece of paper saved your life.’
‘Like I said, there was a lot happening. Can I have some more of those rolls?’
Anna forced a smile. ‘All right,’ she said, nudging the tray towards her. Ellie grabbed a roll in each hand, and Anna noticed countless burns and cuts on her fingers. Four of her fingernails were missing now. She watched Ellie eat, studying every inch of her. She kept her trembling hands behind her back.
‘Do you remember back when we were … nine, maybe?’ Anna said. ‘And we went to the Great Docks to watch that parade? With those seals that did flips. And you, me and Finn all went together, and they served us that hot chocolate with whisky in it that Finn really liked.’ Anna laughed, trying hard to make the laugh sound real. Ellie laughed too. ‘And then that seal flopped out of the sea and shuffled towards us, and its handlers came chasing after it, and it came right up to you and licked a smudge of hot chocolate off your face?’
Ellie nodded eagerly, and kept laughing, until she had to sit on a stool to catch her breath. ‘I do … I do …’ she managed to say.
Anna idly ran a finger down the handle of the harpoon gun that sat upon the central workbench. She met Ellie’s eye. ‘It’s a good story, isn’t it?’
‘It is.’ Ellie grinned.
‘Makes me wish it had really happened.’
Ellie’s eyes widened as Anna swung the harpoon gun towards her. ‘Tell me what’s going on,’ said Anna, her voice breaking.
‘What are you talking about, Anna?’
‘There’s something different about you. Really different. You’re … you’re not … you’re not …’
‘Not what?’
‘You’re not Ellie,’ said Anna. ‘She would never have looked at a picture of Finn the way you did.’
‘Of course I’m Ellie.’
‘You look just like her. But you’re not her.’
Ellie put both hands to her chest, her eyes suddenly wet. ‘Shipwreck Island changed me, Anna – you’ve no idea what I went through. Lower the harpoon gun – this is dangerous.’
‘What was my mum’s name?’ said Anna.
Ellie’s nose wrinkled. ‘What?’
‘Tell me. Tell me my mum’s name.’
Ellie’s eyes flickered. ‘Natasha,’ she said. ‘Natasha Stonewall.’
Anna’s lips tightened.
‘See?’ said Ellie. ‘This is silly! I am Ellie, of course I am!’
‘You had to think about it. What was the last thing my mum said to me?’
Ellie’s mouth opened, but no words came out.
‘I told Ellie once. Before Finn died. Before she became the Vessel.’
‘How am I supposed to remember something like that?’ said Ellie, shaking her head. ‘It was years ago.’
‘You don’t even laugh like her. Your cheeks don’t even turn slightly pink. Ellie can’t fake laughter – she’s rubbish at lying.’
‘Anna, you’re being ridiculous!’ Ellie yelled. ‘This is so ridiculous.’
Anna wanted to close her eyes, wanted to cry. ‘You’re not Ellie.’
Ellie gave a frustrated groan. ‘This is exhausting.’
‘You’re … you’re the Enemy, aren’t you?’
Then Ellie’s hands fell to her sides, and all the expression drained from her face.
‘Yes, Anna. I am.’




Ellie and Ellie
Four weeks earlier
The towering walls of ocean had parted to form a valley of swirling mists, the mud of the seabed souring from a fertile red to a grimy grey-brown. Mountains rose here and there, topped with forests where wolves and wild dogs hunted for elk and rabbits. Each mountain was like a flower rising from dead earth, yet their colour and beauty were spoiled by the vast black monstrosity that squatted among them.
It was the largest, ugliest thing humanity had ever built. A cragged, crumbling leviathan of stone: a million grey buildings stacked one atop the other, like a child’s building blocks. They had been formed roughly into thirteen sharp peaks, each one a hive of tight streets and gloomy spires. Once, these peaks had formed the centre of human civilization, until the seas had risen and drowned all but the very tip of the tallest peak.
Seven centuries of seawater had not been kind. On the lower edges of the peaks, massive halls broke through the mists, their rooftops caved in like badly made pudding, revealing ribcages of rotten roof beams. Towers pointed skyward like giant, accusing fingers, their stairwells choked with the skeletons of unfortunate fish. Through splintered doorways, one might glimpse rusted iron tables and chairs, arranged as if the dinner guests would return at any moment. But the world was silent as a graveyard, and empty, entirely empty.
Except for two girls.
They picked their way up and down steps unused in centuries, over the precarious remains of bridges. The girls were short – exactly as short as each other, in fact – and both wore an ankle-length, stitched-together coat of cloth and sealskin. Only one of them was humming to herself.
‘You’re very quiet,’ she said. Though they looked nearly identical, she was the happier and healthier of the two, her cheeks pinker, her curling tresses golden in the weak sunlight.
‘I have nothing to say to you,’ said the other girl, whose hair was lank and straw-coloured and who walked with a limp. ‘I’m going to find this place, and I’m going to destroy you forever.’
The other girl yawned. ‘Oh, sorry, Ellie. I don’t mean to be rude, it’s just I’m so incredibly bored of hearing you say that. Let’s talk about something interesting. Say, how much pain do you think Seth is in right now? Probably a lot, right?’
Ellie thought briefly of Seth, remembering his cries of agony as he had tried to part the seas. Her chest twisted: a prickling, acidic burn. She pushed the memory deep down, and the pain went with it.
She leaned on her driftwood cane, peering into the distance. Two days before, she’d seen a crackle of blue light streak into the sky, tearing out of the horizon like an upside-down lightning bolt. It had happened three times since then. She felt certain that wherever the light was coming from, that’s where her destination lay: the place where Altimus Ashenholme had achieved the impossible. Where he’d destroyed a god forever.
The Enemy appeared by her shoulder. ‘I’m just not sure it’s a good idea, if I’m honest. I know you think this will make things better – destroying the “Great Enemy of Humankind”,’ it said, puffing out its chest and putting on a deep, serious voice. ‘But you do have a habit of making things worse, whenever you try to make them better. You tried to make Shipwreck Island better, and look how that turned out.’
Ellie’s chest burned again as she remembered the silent streets, and the frightened faces in the windows. And Kate …
She pushed those thoughts down too.
‘That was your fault,’ she said, her voice hollow and hoarse. She’d barely used it in weeks.
‘Oh, really? Was it my fault that you were too stupid to realize just what sort of person Kate really is? Was it me who was too desperate to be accepted? You keep acting like I’m the only evil in the world. Maybe you should take a hard look in the mirror.’
The Enemy fell about laughing. Ellie wrinkled her nose and carried on through the ruins.
‘You get it, though, right?’ the Enemy said, hurrying up the staircase after her. It pointed at its own face, then at Ellie’s. ‘Look in the mirror?’
Ellie crossed a decaying bridge, white coils of mist dancing in the ruins beneath. The Enemy skipped after her. ‘Anyway, I really think it’s time we talked about Kate properly. I mean, you were friends – best friends. All those weeks, the two of you busy in the workshop, laughing and dreaming and tinkering away to make the island a better place. And then, just like that –’ the Enemy clicked its fingers – ‘she tries to kill you. You really loved her, didn’t you, Ellie?’
Ellie saw a girl with golden eyes and sleek dark hair, teasing and joking with Ellie as they worked away on some machine, long past midnight, until Ellie’s face hurt from laughing. She pushed the thought down and unslung her backpack, rummaging around inside for something to eat. Hunger and thirst were her only companions besides the Enemy. Occasionally, she’d find puddles of seawater left behind by the ocean, which she had to boil, painstakingly building a fire and condensing the steam into her flask. For food she’d eaten oysters, until one had made her very sick. Without the sea, the creatures left behind were dying and rotting. Once, she’d been forced to eat moss, scraping it from a rock with her penknife. It was slippery and tasted like old socks.
Things had improved a little when she’d reached an island – now a narrow spike of rock rising from the seabed. It was the same island that she and Seth had stopped at on their voyage south, where they’d abandoned Ellie’s underwater boat. The boat was still there, its hinges rusted shut, but Ellie had chipped away at the rust and heaved the hatch open. She’d peered inside, unable to believe that everything was as she’d left it, despite all that had happened to her on Shipwreck Island. She’d found a canister of whale oil and her old net-cannon, which she’d used that night to capture a small boar. She’d roasted it over a fire, then eaten until her stomach was tight as a drum. It was the closest she’d come to happy in a long time. The closest she’d come to feeling anything at all.
‘I said you loved her, didn’t you, Ellie?’ said the Enemy.
Ellie pulled out a strip of salted boar wrapped in seaweed, tearing into it with her back teeth.
‘Ellie, you can’t just ignore these things!’ said the Enemy. ‘You can’t just push your memories down, and pretend they didn’t happen. They did happen, and you need to keep thinking about them.’
‘Thinking about them hurts. I don’t want to feel anything any more.’
‘But you must! Think of all the terrible things that have happened to you. Think of all the terrible things you’ve done. Do you even remember Inquisitor Matthews? I bet you’d forgotten all about him, hadn’t you? We flung him into the sea to drown.’
‘You did that,’ said Ellie. ‘I asked you to save him and you refused.’
The Enemy wagged a finger. ‘No, no, no, Ellie. You asked me for help. After losing your brother, you couldn’t deal with the guilt of letting another boy die, so you asked me to save Seth from that bonfire. You did that, even though you knew there’d be consequences. You should have let him die – he is a god, after all; he would have come back eventually.’
Ellie spat out a hunk of boar gristle, right at the Enemy’s feet.
‘We killed Matthews,’ said the Enemy, ‘and drove Hargrath mad, and abandoned Anna to fend for herself, and left Seth to endure unspeakable agony, and helped Kate create her new world. Her better world.’
Ellie winced, another hot twist in her chest – the worst yet. The Enemy giggled and rubbed its own chest. ‘I felt that, you know. It’s important to feel these terrible things, Ellie. You deserve this.’
Ellie inhaled deeply, and forced all the memories back down again, locking them away in the pit of her stomach. The pain in her chest faded, leaving nothing: no feelings at all. She slung on her backpack and limped across a torn rooftop.
‘No. None of it matters. Nothing matters except destroying you.’
‘Nothing matters?’ the Enemy yelled, scandalized. ‘Ellie, you can’t act like none of it happened. I’ve seen inside your brain, you know – I do live there, after all. You’re trying to keep it all hidden away. But if you bury everything, there’ll be nothing left of you. Look at the sad shell of a girl you’ve become! Say, remember Kate’s determined little frown as she swung her sword at you? Remember how cold Seth’s skin was as he tried to part the seas? Remember when I pretended to be Seth, so I could trick you into telling Kate that he’s a god, and you were too stupid to see through my plan? Think how much trouble could have been avoided if you hadn’t been so stupid! Stupid, stupid Ellie!’
Spiny thoughts prickled in Ellie’s mind: memories of Seth in pain, and Kate chasing her with a sword. She took another deep breath, but it rattled bitterly in her chest.
‘Ah,’ said the Enemy, rubbing its own chest again in satisfaction. ‘You’re letting some of it back in – that’s excellent. Go on, let it all in. That’s what you deserve.’
Ellie clenched her fists and pushed the memories down once more. ‘No. I’m going to destroy you.’
The Enemy rolled its eyes. ‘Ellie, you’re not thinking straight. You’re not thinking at all. Remember what happened to Kate’s mother after she went to this place you’re trying to find? After the god inside was taken from her, she died. If you go through with this, you’ll die too. Is that really what you want?’
Ellie stared into the distance, scanning the ruined buildings and lumps of greying seaweed for anything that looked unusual. ‘Destroying you is all that matters,’ she said, in a hollow monotone. ‘I don’t care about me.’
The Enemy shook its head sadly. ‘Oh, Ellie. You used to be such a happy girl. Whatever happened to that cheerful, brilliant inventor who was so curious about the world?’
A squirming discomfort crawled up from Ellie’s stomach, but she pushed it down too. ‘You happened,’ she whispered.
The Enemy’s eyes grew wide with delight. Then there was a loud crack and a shard of light spun from the ground towards the sky, rippling through the clouds in a web of electricity.
‘That must be it,’ said Ellie, feeling the tiniest flicker of hope. What else could produce so much energy but a device that could destroy gods?
‘Ellie, I’m telling you: this is not a good idea.’
‘Why don’t you stop me, then? It’s your turn to make a wish, after all. I asked you to save Kate’s life.’ She pointed at a rusted railing. ‘You could have me fall off this roof and die.’
The Enemy’s smile wavered. ‘But … then I’d be gone too?’
‘You’d come back again. You always do.’
The Enemy shrugged. ‘I’d be stuck in the spirit realm for years, until I’m strong enough to return – you can’t imagine how boring that is. And I do not want to miss out on what’s coming. When Kate’s army arrives at the City, well … it’s going to be a lot of fun.’
‘You’ll be long gone by then,’ Ellie snarled, and took off down the steps, towards where she’d seen the light. She skirted the side of a squat, statue-studded cathedral, and came upon a strange new landscape. It was a forest of pale stone chimneys, each one taller than the tallest tree, oysters clinging to their trunks like mushrooms. Their rims were stained black, speckled white by the attentions of seagulls. Ellie wondered what sort of furnace could produce so much smoke.
A staircase led them down through a network of streets that ran between the chimneys, full of huddled, empty houses. At the bottom of the steps, Ellie saw a courtyard, home to a tall statue of an angel with no head. She frowned, thinking she’d seen a shadow cross the square. As she got closer, she saw more shapes resolving slowly into view, like a mirage.
People. There were people here.
Ellie was suddenly in the midst of a cheerful crowd. A dancing crowd – thirty adults or more – swinging each other round by their elbows, while a drummer and three pipers played nearby. Yellow flags fluttered overhead, and the buildings beyond were no longer grey, but painted in sky blues and rose pinks. Children wrapped streamers round the statue of the angel in the centre of the square.
Ellie wandered through the courtyard in a daze. Two girls skipped past her, hand in hand, with flowers and golden ribbons in their hair. For some reason, Ellie couldn’t smell the flowers, or anything besides the familiar stench of rotten seaweed.
‘Susan!’ one girl cried to the other. ‘This way, this way!’
She skipped straight towards Ellie, who held out her arm in defence. But the girl passed right through her. Ellie looked around, picked up a tiny pebble, and launched it at a tall man clapping his hands close by. He didn’t even blink as it hurtled towards his face, through it, and out the other side. The man whooped, then joined in the dance.
‘What’s going on?’ Ellie muttered under her breath. ‘Are you doing this?’
‘Nothing to do with me,’ said the Enemy sourly, looking disapprovingly at all the smiling, colourful people. Ellie almost felt like she was back in Shipwreck Island, before it had been struck by famine and fear. Everyone was cheerful, and nobody noticed the short, shabbily dressed girl in their midst.
Except for one man, at the edge of the courtyard, who was staring straight at her.
Ellie felt the hairs on her neck stand on end. She took five steps to one side. The man’s eyes followed her, watching in mounting confusion. He was very tall and thin, with a long sallow face and sunken cheeks, piercing brown eyes gazing out from deep within his skull. He wore a brown coat that was frayed and tattered, but his grey hair was oddly neat, his face clean-shaven.
Ellie walked up to him, ignoring the others as they danced right through her. ‘You can see me?’ she asked.
His eyes narrowed. ‘Hannah?’ he said. ‘Hannah Lancaster?’
Ellie took a step back. She picked up a chunk of loose cobblestone and flung it at him. The man didn’t flinch as it bounced off his chest.
‘You’re real,’ said Ellie, then pointed to the others in the courtyard. ‘What is this?’ she said. ‘What are they doing here?’
But he wasn’t listening. ‘No, you can’t be Hannah, you’re too short. Are you –’
‘Her daughter,’ Ellie said. ‘How do you know my mother?’
‘I knew her years ago. Haven’t been to the City in some time, though. I’ve lived on that island over there for seven years.’ He pointed to a sharp mountain in the far distance, with a forest at its peak. ‘Where is Hannah?’
Ellie looked at the ground and the man nodded. ‘Ah.’
She felt a rising uneasiness as she studied him, thinking over what he’d said – seven years. She could make out specks of gold within the brown of his irises. Fear prickled the palms of her hands.
‘Would you like to know who I am?’ he said.
Ellie clenched her jaw. ‘I know exactly who you are,’ she said, her voice thick with disgust. ‘You’re Altimus Ashenholme.’



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Eighteen
I saw James and Killian this morning.
They look like saints themselves these days: the proud way they carry themselves; the gaggle of people who follow them around, cheering their names. I hear children playing Hunt the Vessel in the street outside my workshop, pretending to be them. My friend Will has even been paid by the Inquisition to write a play about their daring exploits.
But there haven’t been any exploits. It’s all a charade – James and Killian aren’t brave heroes: they haven’t done anything. They’re just two handsome boys playing at Inquisitors. Playing Hunt the Vessel.
I was on my way to the university to see Altimus when they walked right into my path on St Leo’s Lane. They both wore big, broad smiles, their Inquisitor’s coats draped across their shoulders like capes. Normally, I’d have taken a detour to avoid them, but the lane was too narrow.
Killian’s smile grew even wider as he noticed me. James’s face dropped, and he stared fixedly at his boots. We stopped six feet apart.
‘H-hello,’ I said.
‘Hi, Hannah,’ said Killian, looking uncertainly from me to James and back again. ‘It’s nice to see you.’ He cleared his throat. ‘How’ve you been?’
‘Fine,’ I said. ‘You?’
‘Really great,’ he said, beaming. I’d forgotten how good-natured Killian was.
There was a long pause.
‘Well, be seeing you,’ I said.
Finally, James lifted his head, his eyes ringed red. ‘Why have you been avoiding me?’
‘I’m not avoiding you.’
‘Like the other day, when I knocked at your door, and you pretended not to be in?’
‘I wasn’t in. I was down at the Oystery,’ I lied, then winced, realizing my stupid mistake.
‘I didn’t say which day I’d come to knock. I saw a shadow pass the spyhole. Ever since I became an Inquisitor, you’ve been –’
‘All right, maybe I just don’t want to see my best friend become a murderer.’
James wrinkled his nose. ‘Executing the Vessel isn’t murder, Hannah.’
‘And what about the people who’ve been wrongfully executed, James?’ The words tumbled out before I could stop them. ‘The Enemy takes at least ten years to return after its Vessel is destroyed, but some Vessels have been executed only months apart. So they can’t all have been real Vessels. Besides, if a little boy or girl really was the Vessel, would you still have them executed?’
James blinked, then shrugged. ‘Of course.’
I looked at Killian. ‘You too?’
He rubbed the back of his head. ‘I mean … I mean, I suppose I’d have to? To protect the people.’
‘If the Enemy manifests, it will kill hundreds of people,’ said James, sounding suddenly like a preacher. ‘What’s one life against hundreds?’
‘I just … I wonder if maybe you haven’t really thought this through,’ I said carefully. ‘Don’t … don’t let the fame go to your heads.’
James’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, so that’s it. You’re jealous.’
‘I’m not jealous.’
‘You’re worried we’re stealing all the attention away from the “great genius”, Hannah Lancaster?’
‘No, I don’t care about any of that,’ I said, feeling my temper rise. ‘But the way the two of you are being made into heroes – they’re putting up posters with your portraits on them, for saints’ sake! I think High Inquisitor Vanahaugh is using you as a distraction.’
James let out a snort of contempt, but Killian was watching me thoughtfully. ‘A distraction from what?’
‘Well … from the truth. To convince people that the Inquisition isn’t this shadowy organization that executes innocent people and spies on us, but a band of handsome heroes who keep everyone safe.’
‘We are heroes,’ James snapped. ‘We do keep everyone safe.’
‘So where are you going now?’ I asked.
Killian cleared his throat. ‘We’re going to cut the ribbon at a new school that’s being opened.’
‘And what would you prefer?’ James said, taking a step towards me. ‘That we just don’t have an Inquisition? That the Enemy should be free to kill people whenever it likes?’
‘No,’ I said. ‘But … I do wonder whether, if we weren’t all so afraid of the Vessel, maybe we wouldn’t give the Enemy so much power.’
James pressed his lips to a thin line, while Killian tugged uncomfortably at his collar. ‘Hannah, you really shouldn’t say such things. If the Inquisition heard you –’
‘You are the Inquisition, aren’t you, Killian?’ I said.
‘Yes, but … we’re friends.’
‘And what if I told you I’m the Vessel?’ I said. ‘What would our friendship mean then?’
Killian took a tiny, nervous step backwards, an odd movement in someone so large. ‘Please don’t make jokes like that.’
‘You’ve been listening too much to Altimus Ashenholme,’ James spat. ‘He’s got in your head. He’d better watch himself, or his opinions will get him –’
He stopped suddenly, and I narrowed my eyes.
‘Killed?’ I said. ‘So the Inquisition would kill him, even if he wasn’t the Vessel, just because he says things they don’t agree with?’ I gave a hollow laugh. ‘I was wrong – you truly are noble heroes.’
Killian’s face was pale. He looked as queasy as I felt. But James bared his teeth. ‘Our friendship is over. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve never even met.’
‘I doubt you’ll have time for friends, anyway, before long,’ I said, pushing past them and storming down the lane. ‘You’ll be far too busy protecting the people.’




The Ultimate Mission
Altimus Ashenholme watched Ellie in silence, his face drawn and weary.
‘I’m sorry about your mother,’ he said. ‘She was the smartest person I ever knew, and –’
Ellie reached into her bag, pulled out the net-cannon and pointed it at him.
He cocked his head to one side. ‘An invention of Hannah’s?’
‘Of mine,’ Ellie said, feeling for the trigger.
He studied the net-cannon approvingly, before his eyes drifted to Ellie’s arm. ‘One doesn’t get sunburn like that in the City. You’ve come from the south, haven’t you?’
‘From Shipwreck Island,’ Ellie said, through gritted teeth.
Ashenholme raised his eyebrows. ‘Impressive. Not many people can claim to have visited both the City and Shipwreck Island.’ He glanced again at the net-cannon. ‘Why exactly are you pointing that gun at me?’
‘You killed the Queen!’ Ellie snarled, taking a step towards him.
Ashenholme’s eyes narrowed. ‘No I didn’t. She was alive when I left her.’
‘She died a year later, because you destroyed the god that was inside her!’
He stroked his chin, then looked at Ellie intently. ‘She’s dead? Thea’s dead?’
The net-cannon wobbled in Ellie’s hands. ‘You tried to kill her – you ordered the Seven Sentinels to throw her overboard, and Kate too. Your own daughter!’
‘That’s not how it happened. Not exactly.’
‘Kate said you laughed when you came back up from underwater.’
Ashenholme ran a hand through his hair. ‘Maybe I laughed, I don’t remember. Hannah, you must understand: there are far greater things at stake than individual lives. I thought I was on the brink of completing the ultimate mission – any price was worth paying. But … the moment the Queen realized I’d risked her life for an experiment, she had the Seven Sentinels throw me into the ocean. I got stranded on a wretched island for seven years.’
Tiny worms of disgust wriggled in the pit of Ellie’s stomach. Ashenholme looked at her. ‘I don’t believe you’d kill me, Hannah.’
‘It’s not a gun. Not that you don’t deserve death! It shoots a net.’
‘Impressive.’
‘And my name is Ellie. You keep calling me Hannah.’
‘Well, you do look like her,’ Ashenholme said, studying her face. ‘Though you seem … cold and serious. Your mother was rarely not smiling. How long ago did she die?’
‘Five years,’ Ellie said. ‘She got very pale, and weak, and was in bed for three days. Then she died, and my brother and I moved to the orphanage.’
Ashenholme nodded. ‘Tell me, do they still have that clay statue of the elephant in the art room?’
Ellie wrinkled her nose. ‘You’ve been to the orphanage?’
‘I lived in the orphanage. I made that statue. Though I’d never seen an elephant except in books, so the proportions were –’ he smiled for the first time – ‘creative.’
Ellie had a flash of memory, of her and Finn and Anna trying to throw hoops on to that same elephant’s trunk. ‘It had the name “Abie” painted on its side,’ she said absent-mindedly, then felt a sharp stinging in her chest at the thought of Anna and Finn. She buried the memory deep down.
Ashenholme nodded. ‘That was me. Before I was Altimus Ashenholme, master scholar and inventor, I was Abie Erkins, orphan boy.’
Ellie couldn’t picture this tall, spectral murderer as a grubby-pawed, wide-eyed orphan. ‘Why did you change your name?’
‘Bad memories. And not just for me. “Erkins” was a cursed name. My mother’s surname, by marriage. My mother, who was arrested by the Inquisition, accused by my father of the most terrible crime there is.’
Ellie took a step back. ‘Wait … she was …’
‘Yes. My mother was the forty-third Vessel to the Great Enemy of Humankind.’
Ellie lowered the net-cannon without thinking. ‘Was she really the Vessel?’
‘I never had the chance to find out.’
‘She was,’ said the Enemy, appearing at Ellie’s side, resting its chin on clasped hands and gazing skyward. ‘I remember her fondly.’
‘But she was a kind, loving person, unlike my wretched father,’ Ashenholme continued, oblivious to the Enemy’s presence. His fists trembled in fury. ‘She did not deserve to be burned to death before a cheering crowd.’
‘She didn’t have to be, either,’ said the Enemy, grumpily crossing its arms. ‘I pleaded with her to make a wish and save us both. But she refused, and died as a reward for her stubborn foolishness. She was a lot like you.’
Ashenholme turned to look up at the black peaks looming overhead, like a huddle of giants in whispered conference. ‘The Inquisition tells us that the Enemy wants our destruction. But if that were true, it would have done it a long time ago. It doesn’t want us dead; what would a parasite be without its host? It only wants us to suffer.’
‘Oh, he’s clever,’ whispered the Enemy. ‘Much cleverer than you.’
Ellie studied Ashenholme’s expression, the burning hatred in his eyes. ‘Your “ultimate mission” … it’s to destroy the Enemy, isn’t it?’
Ashenholme turned, eyes dancing. ‘Exactly,’ he whispered. ‘Not just kill its Vessel, or its manifest form, so it can simply return years later – but to annihilate it.’ He said the word with relish. ‘Completely and utterly.’
The Enemy’s lip curled. ‘I take it back,’ it said. ‘This man is clearly insane. We need to get away. He’s dangerous. He’ll hurt you!’
But Ellie’s heart was pounding. ‘That’s why you took Thea beneath the ocean. To test whatever was down there. This thing that can destroy a god.’
Ashenholme nodded eagerly, a boyish excitement in his eyes. ‘Yes, yes!’ He looked almost relieved. ‘You understand: to improve, it is sometimes necessary to destroy.’
Ellie couldn’t understand how anyone could make such a horrible decision. ‘I … I know this was all part of a plan to destroy the Enemy, but you’ve created other problems. Shipwreck Island almost starved without their god to improve the harvests, and now –’ Ellie shivered as she pictured a cold-eyed girl chasing her across the surface of the Ark. She pushed the memory down. ‘Now your daughter is leading an army this way. She’s planning to conquer the City!’
Ashenholme straightened up, looking south at the churning walls of water. ‘She parted the sea? So she must have discovered the sea god, then.’
‘You know about the sea god?’
‘There was mention of such a god in some of the old texts. Peter Lambeth pointed me towards them. I spent much of my life searching the City for every scrap of history the Inquisition hasn’t burned or locked in a vault. I learned everything I could about the time before the Drowning.’
Ellie swallowed. ‘Kate thinks she can get the god back again. The god you took from her mum. She thinks she can make herself a Vessel.’
‘I doubt that will work. More likely, Kate would destroy herself. Her mind at least. That must have been what happened to her mother. Besides, I don’t think gods that go into the machine survive the process.’
‘Machine?’ said Ellie. ‘That’s what it is? Is it here?’
‘Machine doesn’t quite do it justice. It’s a fusion of technology and the divine, and its abilities are supernatural. It exists both in our world and the spirit realm: the place where gods reside when not on the mortal plane. The place all Vessels go after they die.’
‘Did you build it?’
Ashenholme frowned. ‘Of course not – it was built before the Drowning. I learned about it from my research. The survivors of the Drowning had witnessed the war first hand, and wrote it all down. The Inquisition hoarded these books away, to keep us ignorant. But I was able to steal some over the years.’
‘So what caused the war?’
‘Long ago there was a great empire.’ Ashenholme held up his arms to the grey-black world around them. ‘And this was its centre. It was ruled by an Emperor who both feared the gods and craved their power. It is said he feared the Enemy most of all. In fact, some sources claim he gave the Enemy its name. So he ordered the construction of a machine that could devour and absorb the gods.’
‘Ha!’ laughed the Enemy nervously. ‘Ellie, stop listening to this babbling idiot.’
‘What do you mean, “devour and absorb”?’ Ellie asked.
‘It could remove them entirely from existence, but also steal their powers for the Emperor to use for himself. Only the Emperor’s greed was too great. He wanted the power of all the gods. If he’d been content with destroying just the Enemy, then perhaps he wouldn’t have started a war. But he did: humanity was divided in two, between those who defended the gods, and those who wished to destroy them, capturing Vessels and manifested gods and bringing them to this place to be consumed. Ah, look, here’s a demonstration now.’
He pointed to the courtyard. All the dancing adults and children were gone. Instead, a pair of tall men in silver armour were dragging a woman across the cobbles. Ellie recognized her as one of the girls who’d skipped through her earlier. She was older now, in her twenties maybe, her eyes flitting round the courtyard to where people huddled in doorways, watching in fear.
A snarl twisted her lips. ‘Fools! Gods and Vessels are not your enemies. Only the Great Enemy is your enemy.’
‘The Great Enemy is a god,’ grunted one of the men.
The woman groaned, falling limp as she was dragged onwards. Ellie heard a whistle of wind. A man’s hat was snatched from his head. Then a gale of dust kicked out across the square, and both men were knocked off their feet. More soldiers came dashing into the courtyard, and the woman blasted any that got near her with a new gust of wind, flinging them across the courtyard like leaves caught in a storm. But there were so many of them, and they were getting nearer, until two were able to pin her to the ground. She was carried through a tall archway framed by a thousand stone angels.
‘Is that where it is?’ Ellie said, pointing.
‘Part of it,’ said Ashenholme. ‘That’s where the Vessels were taken in.’
Ellie grimaced, turning back to find that the dancing people had returned to the courtyard again. The woman she’d just seen dragged away had returned too, a girl again, her cheeks flushed pink from laughter.
‘How can we see this?’ Ellie asked. ‘How can these people be here if it happened so long ago?’
Ashenholme looked around the courtyard. ‘It’s just a theory, but I think these might be the memories of Vessels who were put inside the machine. Did you see that flash of blue light a short while ago? It came from the machine. I think it was damaged by the Drowning, and these are memories leaking out of the broken part.’
‘But … if their memories are in this machine, doesn’t that mean the gods are still alive?’
‘Oh no, I don’t think so,’ said Ashenholme. ‘These are just echoes. Leftover scraps. The gods have been torn to pieces, and those pieces have been used to build something new.’
‘What do you mean … build something new?’
Ashenholme moved a pebble around with the toe of his shoe, seeming to choose his words carefully. ‘The machine steals the powers of the gods it feeds upon, or at least that’s what the texts say. The humans who made it thought that they would be able to use the machine to become gods themselves. I suspect they were chasing that tired old dream to live forever. That would explain where it got its ludicrous name.’
‘What name?’
‘The Eternity Engine.’
‘So … so …’ Ellie’s mouth was suddenly very dry, and she struggled to keep up with her racing thoughts. ‘All you need to do is put a Vessel into the machine, and the god inside will be destroyed? And you know how to do it?’
‘Yes,’ said Ashenholme. ‘It wasn’t easy to do underwater, of course, but now that the oceans have parted it will be rather trivial.’ He gave a low chuckle. ‘Or at least it would have been, had I not been stranded on that cursed island for seven years. I tried three times to build a raft, and three times I almost drowned. But now …’ His eyes shone with a crazed, hungry light. ‘I will simply walk to the City, find the Vessel, and tell them that I can destroy the Enemy forever. I’ll just leave out the fact they will likely die too.’
‘Ellie,’ the Enemy cried, wringing its hands, ‘you mustn’t trust this evil man. He’s clearly insane! Please, just let him go back to the City. The Inquisition will probably throw him in a cell or execute him, just like he deserves!’
Ellie watched Ashenholme as he looked up towards the City with a calculating, focused glare. She studied him a long while, then made her decision.
‘You don’t need to capture the Enemy’s Vessel,’ she said. ‘She’s standing right in front of you.’




The Eternity Engine
Ashenholme stared at her in silence.
‘No,’ he whispered. ‘It can’t be you. Hannah Lancaster’s daughter? That’s too improbable.’
‘I am the Enemy’s Vessel. So take me to this machine, and we can be done with it.’
But still Ashenholme just watched her.
‘Would anyone lie about being the Enemy’s Vessel?’ said Ellie.
He narrowed his eyes, then took a sudden step towards her. Ellie raised the net-cannon.
‘You don’t have to attack me,’ she said, noticing that she didn’t feel any fear. She wondered if she’d buried it deep inside her, along with everything else. ‘I’ll come willingly.’
‘You realize you will likely die, like Thea did?’ said Ashenholme, watching her warily.
‘You said any price is worth paying, and my life is a small price, really. Besides, if I’m like Kate’s mum, it will be a year before I die. That leaves plenty of time for me to stop this war.’ Her skin prickled with the need for this to be over, for the Enemy to be gone. ‘If it weren’t for me, this war wouldn’t be happening. I let the Enemy trick me. I have to make things right.’
The Enemy stepped right up to Ellie. ‘Why are you falling for this ruse? You’re smarter than that! There’s no machine, no “Eternity Engine”.’
A smile spread slowly across Ashenholme’s face. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘At last. Come, this way.’
He nodded towards the archway, and she followed him through, looking up at the angel statues bejewelled with garlands of dead oysters. Beyond was a cavernous tunnel that opened out of the ground. Thick brass pipes grew up from inside, like clumps of metal coral, stippled green by the passage of time. A wide staircase led down into darkness. Ellie shivered. Suddenly, she realized that she was afraid.
‘This is the Eternity Engine?’ she said, her throat tightening.
‘No, just one entrance to it,’ said Ashenholme. ‘The Engine is vast.’
‘H-how vast?’
Ashenholme shrugged. ‘It’s probably been under your feet for several days now. Come on.’
‘It’s underneath all of this?’ Ellie said, struggling to imagine how one machine could be so massive. ‘Why’s it so big?’
Ashenholme raised an eyebrow. ‘It is a machine that destroys gods. It’s rather more complex than your net flinger. Why are you hesitating?’
Ellie frowned. ‘You mean … it runs underneath the City as well?’
‘Yes,’ said Ashenholme. ‘That’s where most of it is, I believe. This is just the part where the Vessels were brought. Where gods were taken to die.’
Ellie stared into the gloom. She couldn’t believe that the secret to destroying the Enemy had been lying deep below the City all along.
‘Ellie, it’s time,’ said Ashenholme, taking her arm.
‘Wait.’ Ellie swallowed. ‘Just … one more question.’ Her legs were heavy as iron. ‘I … how come … I mean,’ she stammered.
‘Ellie, I don’t care if you’re afraid,’ said Ashenholme, yanking her down three steps. ‘We must destroy the Enemy now.’
Ellie shook herself free of his grip, raising the net-cannon for good measure. She tried to think of something to comfort her – Finn, or Anna, or anyone at all. But all she could see was Seth twisting in agony as he parted the seas, and Kate with her sword raised overhead. Ellie’s chest burned and she buried it all again, as deep as she could.
‘I’m … I’m …’ She looked up at the sky, watching wispy threads of cloud pass overhead.
‘Yes, that’s right, come away from there,’ said the Enemy tenderly. ‘Let’s keep going to the City. You can see Anna again. She’ll make you feel better. You’ve been through so much – you’re broken, Ellie, just a hollow shell. Let’s find someone who can fix you.’
Ellie took a deep breath. ‘I don’t want to be fixed,’ she whispered. ‘I want to destroy you.’
She took a step down the staircase into the darkness. ‘Hold on, I have a lighter,’ she said, reaching for her bag.
‘There’s no need,’ said Ashenholme. ‘The Engine lights itself.’
Ellie could hear water trickling all around them. Below, a faint blue-green light grew stronger as they descended.
The Enemy darted in front of Ellie, its face twisted in desperation.
‘Come on – you don’t need to destroy me. You’ve got so good at controlling me, after all. Think what good you can still do – don’t throw your life away for this, Ellie, please!’
‘No,’ said Ellie. ‘No more tricks. You die today.’
Ashenholme turned to watch her, eyes wide and wary.
‘It’s not happy about what we’re about to do,’ Ellie explained.
Ashenholme nodded slowly. ‘Good.’
At last the staircase ended, and they came to a narrow, damp-smelling corridor. The walls were made of a peculiar stone, and when Ellie leaned closer she noticed a strange furry lichen growing between the rocks, emitting a bright metallic light. She stretched out a hand, and Ashenholme stopped her.
‘I wouldn’t recommend touching anything in here.’
They carried on, and the sound of voices echoed from further along the corridor. Ellie looked quizzically at Ashenholme.
‘Just more ghosts,’ he explained.
The Enemy was crawling pitifully on the ground. ‘Please, Ellie, don’t do this!’ it cried, face blotchy and red with tears. Ellie stepped over it. Up ahead, she could hear a low rumble, like thunder. They turned a corner, and she felt a change in the air.
They’d emerged into a chamber larger than any Ellie had been in before, larger even than the Ark palace. Though they were deep underground, they were now standing on a narrow walkway suspended high in the air. Ellie peered over the steel railing.
Far below, through the blue-green gloom, she spied what looked like a whole other city, lurking in the belly of the one above. This city was made not of stone but of metal, with looming hives of glistening steel, and razor-sharp spires that crackled with lightning. Massive rents were torn in the earth, and inside Ellie saw thousands and thousands of cogs, only some of which were turning.
‘Is this it? The Eternity Engine?’ said Ellie.
Ashenholme nodded. ‘A small section of it.’
‘And …’ Ellie took a deep breath. The air was tangy and tasted like iron on her tongue. ‘Where do I go?’
But she answered her own question as she noticed the metal chair at the end of the walkway.
The chair itself looked unremarkable – slim and unpolished – but it felt as if the attention of the whole chamber were focused on it entirely. Thick bundles of wires ran up into it from the metal city below. Above hung a nest of strange mechanical apparatuses: crablike pincers, metal hands and drills suspended from the ceiling on segmented metal tubes.
Ashenholme led her towards the chair. He halted suddenly as two figures flickered into existence before them, both clad in bulky suits of armour, with spherical brass helmets with glass fronts, and a long cord trailing behind them. Their movements were slow and cumbersome.
‘That’s you and Kate’s mum,’ Ellie whispered, as one of the figures sat down in the chair. ‘How did you convince her to go through with this?’
‘I told her that it would increase her powers,’ Ashenholme said flatly. ‘I told her that we would be able to reverse the Drowning and return the world to its former glory. I worried it wouldn’t work, that the seawater had damaged the Engine beyond repair. But it worked well enough – after I put her in the chair, the god was gone.’







Ellie’s stomach squirmed in disgust. ‘Let’s get this over with.’
‘No,’ the Enemy pleaded, crawling after her. ‘Ellie, please, please don’t do this!’
Ellie strode towards the chair. The Enemy growled.
‘You’re a coward, you know that? You could control me, if you were brave. And then you could build the better world you’ve always hoped for. But you won’t. You’re going to throw your life away, because you’re weak. You can’t accept your own failures. You can’t face your own past!’
‘I can undo my mistakes,’ Ellie whispered. ‘There will be a better world. And we won’t be around to ruin it.’ She looked at Ashenholme. ‘So, do I just … sit in it?’
Ashenholme shook his head. ‘You must be connected to the Engine itself. A small wire will be inserted into your spine.’
Ellie shuddered, clasping a hand to the back of her neck.
‘Coward!’ the Enemy hissed. ‘Pathetic coward!’
‘You have the power,’ said Ellie. ‘Go on. Throw me from this walkway and kill me. You’d come back eventually.’
The Enemy bristled, clenching its fists, pointedly avoiding her stare.
Ellie nodded in satisfaction. ‘You can’t, can you?’ she said. ‘You can’t kill your own Vessel.’
The Enemy hugged itself, fixing Ellie with a petulant glare. Its brow and lips twitched, as if it were trying hard to mask its emotions.
‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Ellie said. ‘You can kill the people I care about, the people I love. But you can’t kill me. Not until you’re strong enough to manifest.’
The Enemy said nothing. Ellie took off her coat and bag and laid them down by the chair. There was a lever to one side of it, which looked surprisingly primitive.
‘It is very simple to operate,’ said Ashenholme. ‘You probably could have managed it yourself.’
‘If I could have done it myself,’ said Ellie, ‘then why did you come?’
He looked at her, his face empty of emotion. ‘To make sure that you did.’
Ellie sat down. The seat was ice-cold and painfully flat. No attempt had been made to offer the Vessels any comfort. Ashenholme took the leather straps from the armrests, wrapping them round Ellie’s wrists and pulling them so tight she lost all feeling in her fingers.
Behind her, Ellie could hear new crackles of lightning, feel static buzzing in the air against her skin, vibrations beneath her feet. Ashenholme lowered a metal tube from the ceiling. A sharp spike protruded from its end. Ellie shivered.
The Enemy was on its knees, pawing at Ellie’s lap, tears on its cheeks. ‘Please,’ it kept saying, its voice now a feeble whisper.
‘Look straight ahead,’ said Ashenholme, ‘and don’t move. After I put this in your neck, I will flip the lever and the process will begin.’
‘Will it hurt?’ said Ellie.
Ashenholme bit his lip. ‘Yes.’
Ellie fixed her gaze on the staircase, fear pumping through her body like poison. She glanced down at the Enemy and found it watching her hopelessly, its cheeks pink and face puffy.
‘Please,’ it said. ‘My agony will be so great – you wouldn’t want to make someone suffer, would you? Listen, I … I could try being your brother again. Only I promise I’ll be just like him this time, and never, ever try to hurt you, or anyone else. Please, Ellie. PLEASE!’
Ellie’s eyes flicked up to Ashenholme. ‘Do it.’
He stepped behind her. She heard the rustle of his coat against the chair, heard the tube rattle, then felt a sharp nip at her neck. She gasped as the nip became a hot sting, but then the pain passed. Ashenholme flipped the lever with a heavy thunk.
Ellie tried to think about Finn. Tried to picture the two of them fishing in their little rowing boat together. Tried to picture his smile. Tried to imagine the coarse feel of Anna’s blue jumper as they hugged, and the dull, comforting ache every time she punched Ellie in the arm. Tried to imagine Seth’s hand in hers, squeezing it tight. Tried to imagine her mum holding her and Finn in her arms.
But she saw none of it. Felt none of it. She had wrapped everything up so tightly, none of it would come back to her. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered any more.
The Enemy looked at her piteously. Ellie stared deep into its eyes.
‘Goodbye,’ she said.
The Enemy snarled, reaching out as if to strangle her.
Then it vanished.
Ellie’s breathing filled her head. She felt a lightness in her chest that spread through her arms and legs so quickly she almost tried to jump to her feet.
‘It’s … it’s gone,’ she gasped.
Ashenholme was wearing a slight frown.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘This isn’t what it was like before.’
Ellie swallowed. ‘Well … maybe that’s a good thing? Maybe that means I’m not going to die?’
But Ashenholme just watched her, and Ellie felt a hard lump form in her chest. Her eyes flicked ahead, and she cried out.
‘Kate!’
Ashenholme spun round and saw her too – standing on the walkway ahead of them, her hair in disarray, a gleaming sword in her hand. But she wasn’t looking at Ellie, or Ashenholme, but over the edge of the walkway, into the depths, crouched and ready to pounce.
She took a careful step forward, then tripped against something invisible. ‘Oh,’ she said, then fell hard against the railing, rolling over the edge and falling into darkness.
A scream tore through the chamber, a hundred times as loud as it had been in real life, ringing inside Ellie’s skull. It was silenced only by a second desperate cry ringing out from nowhere.
‘SAVE HER!’
‘What’s happening?’ said Ashenholme, turning frantically to locate the source of the sound. ‘What is this?’
The rumbling of the chamber grew to a deafening roar, and the ceiling started to shake. Ellie’s breathing thundered in her ears as she thought back through everything that Ashenholme had told her about the Engine.
She glanced up at him, straining to keep her voice steady. ‘Who … who designed this machine?’
The thrumming of the Engine fell silent, and all that remained was the sound of Ellie’s heartbeat.
Then a new voice spoke, as ancient as time itself.
‘THE GOD WHO DROWNED THE GODS.’
There was a scraping of metal. All across the ceiling, the mechanical arms were twitching. Two shot down, clamping Ellie’s shoulders, digging in so hard that she screamed.
‘NO!’ Ashenholme cried, trying to prise them off her. Another arm swept down and caught him in the chest, flinging him across the walkway, where he slammed against the railing with a dull ring.
Ellie pulled and heaved against the mechanical arms, but could do nothing. New arms darted down, each ending in seven-fingered hands, each finger tipped with scalpels or syringes or bizarre mechanisms Ellie couldn’t name. They surrounded an empty space just in front of her, then began to click and twitch, so fast they blurred, moving as if driven by one mind. Ellie thought she could see a greyish substance being spun out of thin air, parts of it being pinched off and remoulded like clay. The colour changed from grey to white in places, and Ellie caught sight of a skeletal hand, and human ribs. But when she blinked, she saw the hand was now clothed in red wires – no, blood vessels. The mechanical digits wove more bone into being, and her gaze followed the hand up its arm, up its spine, and found a human skull looking at her with empty eye sockets. Two sets of mechanical hands reached inside the sockets and, when they pulled back, they left behind a pair of eyes. Green eyes.
Faster and faster the mechanical hands began to knit up and down the skeleton, as meticulous as the most accomplished doll-maker, clothing it in tiny slivers of red meat, building up into muscle. Pale skin was wound round the armature, like strips of bandage, each placed so neatly alongside the others that it was impossible to see the seams. The skeletal face was swollen with cheeks, and the glaring eyes framed with eyelids. Ten new mechanical hands descended on top of the skull, weaving strands of golden hair into the scalp. Lips were fashioned from the flesh around the teeth, and were smiling even before they were finished.
The eyelids fluttered.
Finally, the metal hands fashioned a shirt and trousers and shoes around the figure, while two others fetched Ellie’s coat and bag and net-cannon from beside the chair. The figure pulled on the coat, slinging the bag across its shoulder. It looked at Ellie, still smiling Ellie’s stolen smile, watching her through Ellie’s stolen eyes.
‘No,’ Ellie cried, thrashing uselessly against the arms pinning her in place. Her insides were squirming, filled with burning coals. ‘NO!’
The figure walked over to her, kneeling down and placing a hand on Ellie’s. The touch was warm. The touch was real.
‘The Emperor didn’t fear the Enemy. The Emperor was the Enemy. My Vessel. I designed this machine. Why would I design a machine that could destroy me, Ellie?’
The Enemy patted down its new arms, admiring the backs of its hands. ‘A body of my own,’ it said, its eyes twinkling happily. ‘Three years trapped in your head, and now finally a body of my own.’
‘No,’ Ellie whimpered.
The Enemy looked at Ellie sharply, as if it had forgotten she was there. It rummaged in her bag and found a screwdriver, holding it up to inspect the point. ‘Hmm, a knife would have been quicker, but this will do.’ It bent over Ellie, holding up the screwdriver, looking deep into her eyes. ‘I want to tell you something, Ellie, and I want you to hold on to this thought in these final moments. You asked me to save Kate’s life, and now, with the power you gave me by making that wish, and the divine mechanisms of the Eternity Engine, I was able to create a new life.’ It put a hand to its chest. ‘And with this body, your body, I am going to destroy everything you love.’
‘No,’ Ellie moaned.
The Enemy shook its head. ‘You have no right to complain. Really, Ellie, you must agree that you deserve this. This was all your fault.’
The Enemy beamed at her, then pulled the screwdriver back, eyes fixed on Ellie’s neck, biting its lip in concentration. Then its eyes bulged and it spun round, just as Ashenholme swung at it with a strip of steel railing.
The Enemy rolled aside, far nimbler than Ellie had ever been. It launched itself forward and stabbed the screwdriver through Ashenholme’s shirt, digging into his chest, and he howled and swung the rail at the Enemy’s head. It darted backwards, but Ashenholme kept advancing, swinging wildly. The Enemy sprang away, pulling a smoke bomb from Ellie’s bag and hurling it to the ground where it exploded in a blanket of cloud. Ellie heard the sound of feet scuffling up the staircase. Then nothing.
As the smoke cleared, Ellie made out the figure of Ashenholme collapsing in a heap, clutching at the bloody tear in his shirt.
‘We have to stop it,’ Ellie mumbled. ‘We … have … to … stop …’
All the strength was leaking out of her, and the chamber was blurring, growing faint.
Then the needle in her neck flared hot again, and she screamed.



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Nineteen
Peter’s funeral was the smallest I’ve ever been to. I was angry that so few of the scholars had come: apparently, a rumour had spread about Peter’s gambling habits, and they felt that he’d besmirched the university’s reputation.
James and Killian came to church dressed simply in black shirts and trousers. It was the first time I’d been in the same room as James in over a year, and it was nice to see him out of his Inquisitorial gear. He and Killian looked like boys again, their eyes swollen with tears, their lips quivering as the preacher spoke about the saints, who were even now welcoming Peter to their majestic halls in the world beyond. I kept glancing at them all through the service, and once Killian gave me an uncertain smile. For some reason, it comforted me to see them cry. The Inquisition hadn’t robbed them of compassion.
After the service, we lined up outside in the bitter cold to offer Peter’s father our condolences. I tried to build up the courage to go and speak to James, perhaps even to apologize for our last argument. Our eyes met, briefly, and my courage failed. I turned away, and noticed Claude Hestermeyer standing apart from us, staring out to sea.
‘Um, Claude?’ I said, sidling over to him.
He glanced up. ‘Oh, hello, Ms Lancaster.’
‘You can call me Hannah, Claude,’ I said, with a weak smile.
‘Oh yes, sorry. Peter always says I’m too formal.’ He winced. ‘Said I’m too formal.’
He gazed at the ocean a long while. Seagulls wheeled overhead, and in the distance I spied dark, glossy shapes rising and falling. Dolphins, or killer whales, maybe.
‘Peter loved the sea,’ Claude said. ‘He could watch it happily for hours.’ He looked at me in sudden excitement. ‘I once found an old story, you know, deep in the university archives. About a boy who could control the sea.’ A big smile formed on his lips. ‘Wouldn’t that be something?’
I nodded uncertainly. ‘Yes … I suppose it would.’
‘Peter was so taken by the idea. He was sure it was proof that a god besides the Enemy survived the Drowning.’
‘I’d love to read that story some time.’
Claude sighed. ‘You can’t, I’m afraid. We were compiling lots of old myths and legends, hoping to turn them into a book one day. But the Inquisition found out somehow and confiscated them.’
I frowned. ‘What? Just because of some silly myth about a sea boy?’
‘Well, that wasn’t the only story we found,’ Claude said. ‘There was an old whale lord’s tale about an island to the south where the sun never stops shining. And another about a strange rumbling creature made of metal that lives deep beneath the City.’
I tried to hide my surprise, thinking back to what Altimus has told me about the Eternity Engine. Does the Inquisition know about it? And, if it really is a weapon that could be used against the Enemy, why would they want to suppress any mention of it?
‘You know,’ Claude was saying, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been happier than when I showed Peter that sea-boy story and watched his eyes light up as he read it.’ He gave a tiny laugh and looked at his feet. ‘I suppose that’s quite sad.’
‘No,’ I told him, burying my unease. ‘I don’t think that’s sad. I don’t think that’s sad at all.’
I took Claude’s hand, and we stared out at the horizon, watching the sea until the sun set.




The Infinite Asylum
Ellie was cold. Her eyelids were sealed shut, scabbed over by a thick crust of sleep. Icy metal pressed against her ankles, and an itchy, hot pain stabbed at the back of her neck.
She screwed up her face and forced her eyes open. She’d expected to wake in that massive blue-green chamber again, strapped to that chair, but found she was somewhere else entirely.
She was deep inside the City, or something that looked like it. It was the heart of a towering black castle whose insides had been scooped out, leaving a chasm that stretched up towards a grey sky. Parts of it were decaying, the dark stone crumbling away into the chasm like sand through an hourglass to whatever lay at the bottom. Somehow, the castle didn’t collapse.
Ellie tried to move but was locked in place, her back pressed uncomfortably against cold, rough stone. She was in a small cell with only three walls, and there was a persistent scratching, like the scurrying of rats, coming from somewhere nearby. The air was thick and difficult to breathe. She looked down, and moaned.
Her entire body was bound tightly. Wrapped round her were many long, wiry tendrils made of a strange black metal that shimmered like liquid. She thrashed and heaved against them, but they’d formed an iron-hard cocoon, curling round even her fingers and toes, leaving only her face uncovered.
She closed her eyes, trying to remember what had happened. It came back to her in pieces, her memories fighting through sludge. She saw Ashenholme lying on the ground, and those metallic arms that had stitched together a new living thing. A body that was exactly like hers.
Ellie groaned. With a body of its own, the Enemy could do whatever it wanted, without having to rely on Ellie to make wishes. It could trick Seth or Anna into thinking that it was her, and kill them when their backs were turned. It could make the coming war even worse. And Ellie could do nothing to stop it.
She closed her eyes and wanted to cry. But no tears would come.
She had failed. The Enemy had won.
She counted ten sharp, panicked breaths. She saw it smiling at her with its new body.
I am going to destroy everything you love.
Ellie pushed this memory down to join all the others, until she was able to breathe slowly again. She looked out across the chasm and noticed rows of cells just like hers. But every time she tried to count them, they seemed to multiply. There were other people in these cells, though they weren’t bound like she was. Some were walking round in circles; others were totally still. Some were children younger than her.
It was a while before she noticed the two people in her own cell. They were sitting opposite one another at a cramped desk, sharing an inkpot, each scribbling away in a tattered book. One of them was a young man, though his hair was grey at the temples. He had dark brown skin, a pair of scratched spectacles perched lopsidedly on his nose, and wore a blue jacket that was coming apart at the seams.
The second man looked exactly the same as the first.
‘Hello?’ said Ellie, her voice hoarse.
‘Would you keep to your side of the desk?’ the second man snapped, shoving his desk-mate’s book towards him and knocking over the inkpot. The other man gasped and dabbed uselessly at the ink with a handkerchief. He glared at the second man, then carried on writing.
‘Where am I?’ said Ellie. ‘Where are we?’
The first man looked up. His eyes narrowed. ‘Hannah Lancaster, is that you?’
‘Oh … no, I’m Ellie. Hannah was my mum.’ Ellie blinked more sleep from her eyes, looking from one man to the other. ‘How did you know her?’
The first man opened his mouth to speak, then frowned. ‘I don’t remember.’ He turned to a huge pile of books behind him. ‘Hold on, I’m sure the answer’s in here somewhere.’
The second man shook his head. ‘Don’t listen to a word he says,’ he told Ellie, then dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘His mind’s not what it used to be.’
‘I really need to get out of this place,’ said Ellie. She struggled against the tendrils binding her. ‘Can either of you help me out of … these things?’
The first man was still rifling through the pile of books. The second man frowned. ‘What things?’
‘These metal things. They’re very tight.’
He stared at her a moment. ‘Oh, those things. Saints, they’re all over you, aren’t they?’ He chuckled. ‘Well, they’re everywhere, I’m afraid. Nothing to be done about it.’
He pointed down, and Ellie noticed more of the same black metal tendrils carpeting the floor, burrowed into the gaps between the paving slabs like plant roots.
‘What are they?’ said Ellie.
The second man shrugged, then carried on writing.
‘I can’t find it anywhere,’ said the first, leafing frantically through books, then throwing them over his shoulder. ‘How did I know Hannah Lancaster?’
‘Is it really so important?’ said the second man, closing his eyes in frustration.
‘All knowledge is important,’ said the first. He glanced around searchingly, then slapped his hand down on the table. ‘Where’s Peter? He’d know.’
Ellie’s eyes narrowed at the name. She knew a Peter, or at least knew of one, who’d lived in the City years ago. She’d read all about him in a diary.
‘Hold on,’ she said. ‘What are your names?’
Both men looked at her, opened their mouths to speak, then shared an uncomfortable glance. ‘I … don’t know,’ said the first.
‘I keep telling you, your mind’s going,’ said the second.
‘Oh really, so what’s your name, then?’ said the first.
The second smiled smugly. ‘It’s …’ He frowned. ‘It’s …’ His smile dropped.
‘See, your mind’s as bad as mine.’
‘It is nothing like your feeble mind.’
A shutter in a little window in the wall clattered open, and a third man appeared. ‘Would you both keep it down? My research is at a critical stage,’ he said. He looked identical to the other two.
‘Oh, not you again,’ groaned the second man.
‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Peter around, have you?’ asked the first.
The second man banged his fist on the desk. ‘Will you get this through your thick skull – Peter is not coming back. He is gone. Forever. Because you weren’t there to help him when he needed it most.’
The first man stared at the second for a long moment. His eyes filled with tears. ‘That’s … that’s not true. It –’
‘It was your fault. If you’d been less self-absorbed, you would have realized that Peter needed our help.’
‘You just said our!’ said the first.
‘No, I said our.’ The second man winced. ‘I mean your! It’s. All. Your. Fault.’
‘He’s right, you know,’ said the third man in the window.
The first man shook his head fervently. ‘No … no, that’s not true,’ he said, and the tears fell down his cheeks, smudging the ink on the pages in front of him.
‘Look at that!’ said the second. ‘You’re ruining your research now.’
‘Not that anyone was going to read it,’ said the third, and the two men grinned at each other.
‘Hello?’ said Ellie. ‘I’m trapped. Could you please help me, instead of being horrible to him?’
The second and third men stared at her in outrage. ‘I beg your pardon?’ said the third. ‘Who do you think you are?’
‘I’m Ellie Lancaster. And, if you help me get out of here, I’ll tell you what your name is.’
The second laughed. ‘As if you know.’
‘I do. I’ve read your diary.’
The third man snorted. ‘I don’t keep a diary – what a self-indulgent waste of time. Why write a diary when there’s research to be done!’
But the other two men were looking at each other curiously. ‘I … I did keep a diary, didn’t I?’ said the second. ‘Once.’
The first man sat up in his chair. ‘I needed something to confide my thoughts in, after Peter left.’
They both fell silent. The third man rolled his eyes and closed the shutter on his window. Ellie heard the scratching of a quill.
‘Why do you think it’s your fault that Peter died?’ Ellie asked.
‘Because he should have done more,’ said the second man, pointing accusingly at the first. ‘Peter was gambling again, and he was unhappy, and he should have noticed, and done more to help. But he was too focused on work. Always, always work!’
The shutter opened again and the third man reappeared. ‘Would you both keep it down? I’m trying to focus on my work!’
The first man stared miserably at his lap, wiping tears from the lenses of his glasses. Ellie frowned, digging through her memories, carefully avoiding anything that was too upsetting. Whenever she got close to a painful memory, she felt a rush of heat in her chest, and dodged it before it could hurt her. Finally, she found what she was looking for: the diary she’d read, over and over until the pages were crumbly, trying to find a way to save herself.
‘What about your conversations?’ Ellie asked.
‘What conversations?’ said the second man.
‘Well …’ Ellie licked her lips. ‘In your diary, you said you and Peter would often go for long walks round the City.’
‘I don’t remember that.’
‘You said you shared many glorious evenings, and talked long into the night.’ Ellie had always been fond of that particular passage. ‘It sounds to me like you spent a lot of time together.’
The second man scoffed. ‘Probably talking about work. Not about Peter. Not talking about what’s actually important.’
‘Nothing’s more important than work,’ said the third man solemnly.
The second man leaned across the table towards the first. ‘You know this is your fault, don’t you? “What’s wrong, Peter?”, you could have said. “Are you gambling again? Is there anything I can do to help?” You could have saved him, if only you’d done something!’
‘No.’ The first man’s lip wobbled. He put his hands to his mouth, trembling silently.
‘Stop it,’ Ellie told the second man. ‘Stop being cruel, or I won’t tell you what your name is.’
The second man rolled his eyes. ‘You don’t know my name: I recognize a bluff when I see one. Peter taught me a few things about gambling, you know.’ He frowned. ‘At least I think he did.’
‘I’m not bluffing,’ said Ellie. ‘I know who you are. I was the Enemy’s Vessel after you.’
The second man leapt out of his chair. ‘Do not speak that thing’s name in here!’ he roared.
‘It’s not here, is it?’ said the third man, eyes darting around in terror.
‘Don’t be foolish – it has no interest in us any more,’ said the second. ‘It shoved us in this place to rot and moved on to its next Vessel.’
Ellie frowned, recalling something else she’d read back on Shipwreck Island. The diary of Leila, the first Queen. In it, Leila learned how the soul of a Vessel was torn apart by the Enemy when the Vessel died. Ellie looked at the other cells across the chasm. All the people in each cell were identical to one another. Identical boys with squashed noses and ginger curls. Identical old women with wiry arms and a scar down their left cheeks.
‘You are the pieces of a broken soul,’ said Ellie, more to herself than the three identical men. ‘This is where the Enemy puts what’s left of its Vessels, every time it kills one. Every time it manifests.’
‘I told you not to say its name!’ roared the second man, shaking his fist. ‘That monstrosity robbed us of our memories of Peter. I don’t even remember what he looked like any more!’
‘Hold on, I think I have that in here somewhere,’ said the first man, turning back to his pile of books. ‘Just a moment.’
‘Stop that!’ said the second man, snatching a book from his hand. ‘There’s nothing in these, I told you – your mind’s going. Look!’ He flicked the pages from front to back. There wasn’t a single word on any of them.
‘But … that’s impossible,’ said the first man, staring in horror. He turned to frantically leaf through his other books, falling into the pile in his haste and scattering them everywhere. The second buried his face in his hands, shaking his head in despair.
Ellie closed her eyes and clenched her jaw, trying hard to remember. ‘His eyes were sweet and compassionate,’ she said, feeling the tiniest flicker of satisfaction.
The first and second men both looked at her in shock. ‘What?’
‘In your diary, you said that his eyes were sweet and compassionate.’
Both men continued to stare, and the first dabbed at his cheek with his sleeve. The shutter opened and the third man peered at her too. ‘H-how do you know that?’ he asked, gravely serious.
‘I told you, I’ve read your diary.’
‘But … did it say what colour his eyes were?’ asked the first man.
‘Yes!’ said the second man eagerly. ‘What colour were they?’
‘What colour?’ said the third man.
Ellie swallowed. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t think you ever wrote that down.’
The first and second men stared forlornly at their laps. The third was still watching her curiously. ‘Why have you read my diary?’
Ellie tried to turn her head to look at him properly, but she was held in place by the strange tendrils. ‘Because you intended for it to be read by me. By your successor.’
The second man laughed bitterly. ‘Much good it did you, clearly.’
‘Actually,’ said Ellie, ‘it saved my life. I did what you said. I made a weapon from my love, and I defeated the Enemy.’
The second shook his head. ‘I … I don’t remember writing that.’
‘I think I do,’ said the first, stroking his chin. ‘So … so I say this to you, dear Vessel, my inheritor … I don’t remember the next bit,’ he said, slumping in disappointment.
‘I have faith in you,’ finished the third man.
All three men looked excitedly at Ellie. They blinked at the exact same time. Ellie felt another tiny flicker of warmth in her chest, before it was sucked back down.
‘Do you remember what you wrote just before that?’ she asked. ‘You said … my life has been too brief, and too full of darkness.’
‘But, for those wondrous years …’ said the first.
‘… I was lucky enough to know a soul …’ said the second.
‘… as golden and as kind as Peter,’ finished the third.
The three men stared at one another.
‘I am so sorry about what happened to Peter,’ said Ellie. ‘But it’s not your fault. And I know that Peter loved you, and that you loved him. Because the Enemy feeds on love, which means your love must have been real. And … I am sure Peter was lucky to have known a soul as golden and as kind as you too.’ She smiled at each of them in turn. ‘Claude Hestermeyer.’
The three men were silent, but each wore a hesitant smile, staring at their hands.
‘Listen … do you …’ Ellie looked down at the metal tendrils binding her. She felt tears tickling the corners of her eyes, but they wouldn’t fall. Memories scratched at her mind, trying to get in, but she held them back. ‘Can you get me out of here? My friends are in trouble. Everyone is in trouble, and I need to help them. I’ve put them all in danger and …’ She took a shuddering breath, their faces flashing in her mind before she managed to push them down again. ‘I don’t want them to get hurt.’
She looked up, and found to her surprise that the three men were gone. A single man was standing in their place.
Claude Hestermeyer gave her a sad smile, his eyes weary but twinkling with happiness. ‘Ellie Lancaster. My successor. How did you end up here? There’s only one of you, which means your soul is still intact.’
Ellie looked sadly at the ground. Her soul did not feel intact.
‘The Enemy hasn’t killed you, so what are you doing inside the spirit realm?’
‘That’s where I am?’ She tried to wriggle against the tendrils, but couldn’t budge.
Hestermeyer shuffled over, tapping the cocoon with his finger, producing a dull ringing sound. ‘What are these things?’
‘The Enemy trapped me inside this … machine,’ Ellie said. ‘Called the Eternity Engine. Apparently, it contains the power of all the gods who were destroyed before the Drowning. And I think the Enemy has control of it now – it used the machine to make a body of its own. I think it must have used it to trap me in here too,’ she said. ‘I have to get out, so I can stop it before it does something terrible.’
Hestermeyer stroked his chin, thinking carefully. ‘Perhaps if we work together we can figure out how to free you. Now, since your soul is still intact, that means the Enemy hasn’t manifested yet, and that you aren’t dead. But why aren’t you dead?’
‘Sorry?’
‘Well, it wouldn’t make sense for the Enemy to keep you alive, would it? Not unless it still had some use for you. It’s trapped you in here with us, kept you out of the way. These things –’ he tapped one of the tendrils again – ‘must be part of this machine too.’
‘Actually, the Enemy did try to kill me,’ said Ellie, thinking how it had aimed that screwdriver at her neck. ‘Though … I guess it could have tried harder,’ she said. It probably could have killed her with ease, right after it had stabbed Altimus Ashenholme, or used those strange mechanical arms to kill her. She wondered if the attempt was just for show.
‘Hmm.’ Hestermeyer cleaned his glasses on the corner of his jacket. ‘Then perhaps you’re still its Vessel.’
Ellie wrinkled her nose. ‘That doesn’t make sense. It has a body of its own now. Why would it need a Vessel?’
Hestermeyer put his glasses back on. ‘But what if it’s controlling that new body through this Eternity Engine? Like a puppet. What if it only wanted you to think it was trying to kill you? Maybe the Enemy still needs you alive because you’re keeping it tethered to the mortal plane. After all, it hasn’t truly manifested yet.’
He strode up and down the cell, deep in thought. ‘I have to say, I spent my life studying the Enemy, but this is unprecedented.’ He grabbed hold of a quill from the desk, then put it back again. ‘Sorry, force of habit – I really want to write this all down.’
‘If you’re right,’ said Ellie, hesitating, ‘and I’m still the Vessel, then the moment I’m out of here I should hand myself in to the Inquisition. If I’m dead, the Enemy will be sent back to the spirit realm again, for a little while.’
‘Oh, nonsense,’ said Hestermeyer. ‘We can’t let you die. So …’ He began pacing again. ‘If you’re still the Vessel, that means you and the Enemy are still bound together. But you also said this Eternity Engine is controlled by the Enemy. Aha!’ He raised his finger to the ceiling. ‘So perhaps, if you are bound to the Enemy, and the Enemy is able to control this Engine, then you are also able to control the Engine.’
Ellie frowned. ‘But how do I do that?’
‘Well, this is all theoretical, really, but I suppose … by controlling the Enemy.’
Ellie suppressed a groan. She’d almost let herself get excited. ‘How could I ever control the Enemy?’
Hestermeyer stopped sharply in his pacing, and stared at her seriously. ‘Ellie Lancaster, you did control the Enemy. I can see it – you were lying on a raft, by the Chapel of Saint Bartholomew, and the Enemy was going to manifest. But you stopped it. You made a weapon of your love.’
‘How can you see that?’ said Ellie.
Hestermeyer smiled. ‘We’re both Vessels of the Enemy, Ellie. We’re bonded too. Who did the Enemy look like for you? Whose memory did it try to destroy?’
‘My brother,’ Ellie said. ‘Finn.’
The metal tendrils twitched, loosening slightly round Ellie’s body before constricting tightly again.
‘How did you do that?’ said Hestermeyer, his eyes wide.
‘I just thought about my brother.’
‘Well, think of him some more, then.’
Ellie closed her eyes and tried to recall some of her favourite memories of him, like when they’d gone out fishing in their little rowing boat, or when their mother had sung to them. But, all too soon, bad memories bubbled up instead. Of Finn lying in cold sheets, his forehead beaded with sweat.
‘It’s no good.’ She shook her head, locking the memories away with all the others. ‘When I used to think about Finn, my whole body would feel warm, and the Enemy would be driven away. But I can’t remember happy things any more. They’re all too wrapped up with bad things. The people I love, they’re in danger. And it’s my fault. I let the Enemy do all this.’
Hestermeyer stroked his chin. ‘Well, if the past won’t help you, how about the present? Let’s make a deal – if you can get out of here, then I will make my way round this … prison –’ he gestured out to the great chasm – ‘and try to heal these broken souls, as you have healed mine. Doesn’t that thought bring you joy?’
Ellie smiled weakly. ‘I don’t know if it’s enough. You’d still all be stuck in here.’
‘Well, how about this for a happy thought –’ said Hestermeyer, leaning forward so their eyes were level – ‘I will never be alone in this place again. Because today, you have given me exactly what I needed.’
‘What’s that?’ said Ellie.
‘Memory,’ said Hestermeyer, still smiling as a tear rolled down his cheek. ‘Peter’s eyes –’ his smile grew broader – ‘were brown.’
A tingling warmth glowed in Ellie’s chest. She felt the tendrils twitching, and loosening, and when she looked down, she saw a golden light spreading through them.
‘Let me go,’ she whispered, the words roaring in her mind.
And the metal tendrils unravelled.




The Birthday Party
Kate strode down the staircase, then paused on the final step, staring in confusion at the scene before her.
A narrow metal walkway hung high above an endless expanse of blue-green mist and towers of steel, sparks of electricity bouncing from one to the next. At the far end of the walkway, she briefly caught sight of a bizarre metal chair before her view was blocked by more of the strange ghosts she’d seen on the surface. They were all men, dressed in crisp, medal-studded uniforms, their faces red from argument. She watched them carefully, until she was sure they weren’t aware of her, then marched on, two Sentinels clattering behind her. She passed through the ghosts, and gasped when she saw who was sitting in the chair.
Her head was bowed, her hair lank, her arms held in place by leather straps and mechanical arms that dangled from the ceiling. Her skin was the grey of a morning sky. Her lips were blue.
‘E-Ellie?’ Kate stuttered, feeling a stab of fear. She rushed forward and put a hand to Ellie’s forehead, and found that it was burning hot, despite the pallor of her skin. She reached for her wrist to check her pulse, but couldn’t get under the tight leather straps. Kate put two fingers beneath Ellie’s chin and felt an erratic, feeble rhythm, like the heartbeat of a panicked mouse.
‘What’s happening to her?’ she said aloud. She’d forgotten just how small Ellie was, slight as a sapling. Kate inspected the metal arms clinging to her body and felt a wave of nausea when she noticed that one of them ended in a sharp spike puncturing Ellie’s neck, specks of dried blood crusting the wound. A translucent tube led into her arm, a greyish liquid running through it.
‘Ellie?’ Kate said again, one hand tentatively stroking her hair. ‘Can you hear me?’ Her chest tightened as she considered another possibility. ‘What have you done to her, Abomination?’
‘Kate?’
She froze. Then, slowly, she turned to see that all the ghosts were gone, except one. He was slumped against the walkway railing, wrapped in a frayed brown coat. He gave Kate a weak smile, then winced, clutching at his chest.
Kate took a wary step towards him, arms tense, fingers curling. The two Sentinels lowered their spears and advanced alongside her. She felt dizzy as she looked at him, her eardrums ringing in her head.
Kate swallowed. ‘You’re another ghost.’
‘I’m afraid not.’
Kate nodded to one of the Sentinels, who stepped forward and tapped his shoulder with the butt of their spear. Kate wasn’t sure what she’d been hoping for, but when the spear connected, and Ashenholme flinched, she felt an icy chill spreading through her bones.
‘You’re supposed to be dead,’ she whispered. ‘You were thrown in the sea. Why did you survive?’
Ashenholme grimaced. ‘There was still work to be done.’
‘YOU KILLED MY MOTHER!’
The words tore their way out of her, a blazing anger that drove away the cold, but left her weak and light-headed. Ashenholme gripped the railing, heaving himself upright. He stared at the Sentinel’s spear, now pointed straight at his heart. ‘I didn’t know she would die.’
‘You must have considered it a possibility,’ Kate spat. ‘In that logical, inhuman brain of yours.’
Ashenholme rubbed his chest. ‘It was … a calculated risk. I am sorry, my daughter.’
Kate darted forward and gripped Ashenholme’s face in both hands. ‘Don’t call me that,’ she hissed. Her skin crawled as she looked at him. She shoved him against the railing and turned back to Ellie’s side. ‘This is where you put Mother, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Now you’ve put Ellie in it too?’
‘Ellie chose this. She already knew that the Eternity Engine can destroy gods. Though it seems that, in the case of the Enemy, we were wrong.’
‘What do you mean?’
Ashenholme studied her. ‘She saved you, didn’t she? The Engine showed us a vision of you falling, and Ellie’s voice screaming for someone to save you. She made a wish to the Enemy, didn’t she? She saved your life?’
Again Kate saw herself tumbling from the Ark, screaming as the world rose up to meet her. ‘So?’ she said bitterly. ‘We’re friends. We were friends.’
‘Ellie gave the Enemy power by asking it to save your life. Normally, the Enemy would use that power to save another life or, more likely, to end one. But, through the Eternity Engine, it was able to use that same power to create a new life – a body of its own, one that looks just like Ellie.’
Kate narrowed her eyes. ‘So the Enemy is just a little girl? Why should I be afraid of it?’
‘Because the Enemy is a genius. Now its mind has a body.’
‘And I always thought you considered yourself the smartest person in any room,’ Kate said sourly.
‘It designed this machine, though I doubt the humans who built it knew who they were truly serving. Now it seems the Enemy intends to use it again.’
‘But the machine is here,’ said Kate. ‘So where’s the Enemy?’
‘The Engine is massive – its mechanisms stretch for miles. This is where the Vessels were brought, but the bulk of the Engine lies beneath the City itself.’
‘But what does it do? Besides what it did to Mother. What you did.’
‘I … I’m not sure,’ said Ashenholme, glancing at Ellie.
Kate couldn’t bear to look at him any longer. She walked back to Ellie and gently lifted her chin. Ellie’s eyelids were sealed shut with sleep. She looked like a corpse washed up from the sea.
‘Is she still the Enemy’s Vessel?’
Ashenholme shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Though it did try to kill her. It wouldn’t have done that if she were still its Vessel.’
‘If it wanted to kill her, then why isn’t she dead?’
Ashenholme pointed at the bloody tear in his shirt. ‘I stopped it.’
‘Really? The genius of geniuses was outsmarted by you?’
Ashenholme blinked. ‘I … well … perhaps,’ he trailed off.
Kate looked down at Ellie and was again shocked by how small she seemed, especially in such a large chair. ‘What happens if I pull that thing out of her neck?’
‘I expect she’ll die.’
‘And if I sat in that chair, what would happen then? Is the God of Life still alive in this Engine? Is there a way to get the god into me?’
‘I don’t know. But it appears little good comes from sitting there.’
Kate took a deep breath, then reached for the spike in Ellie’s neck. ‘This wouldn’t be happening if you had just stayed with me,’ she told Ellie through clenched teeth. ‘Why did you have to be so foolish?’
The tube was hot and Kate’s fingers trembled round it. ‘Wake up,’ she whispered. ‘Wake up.’
Kate felt a surge of anger and gripped the tube tight. She closed her eyes and began counting down from ten, promising she would remove the tube when she reached one.
She reached one, and remained perfectly still, listening to the sound of her own heartbeat. She let go of the tube and sat down at Ellie’s side. She leaned back against the tangled assembly of wires and tubes, and closed her eyes. ‘Do you know what day it is?’
‘I barely know what year it is,’ said Ashenholme.
‘It’s the seventeenth day of Yana’s month,’ said Kate. ‘Do you know what that means?’
‘I never bothered to learn the festivals of Shipwreck Island.’
‘It’s my birthday.’
Ashenholme sagged against the railing. ‘Ah.’
Kate gave a small laugh. ‘Not how I thought I’d be turning fourteen. My first birthday outside the palace. I have to say, not my favourite birthday, but … maybe not my worst, either? I spent most of my thirteenth birthday alone in my bedchamber, crying.’ She smiled to herself. ‘My favourite, though, has to be my seventh birthday.’
She looked into the distance, letting the memories fill her up, even though they were painful. ‘Mother spent weeks and weeks dropping hints, pretending to “accidentally” let slip details she wasn’t supposed to. I was so excited. Then, on the day, a huge troupe of performers came to the palace – sky dancers, stilt-walkers, musicians, jugglers. She even invited children from around the island. And there was an animal tamer, and he brought a monkey. A monkey! I’d never seen one before, except the stuffed one in the room of a hundred animals. I thought they only existed now in stories. There was a big performance in the Divine Hall, and I was sitting at the head table with the children, and I got to speak to some of them. And then, just before the cake arrived, the monkey was brought over, and did a little dance, and then gave me a tiny little birthday present in its tiny little paws. And inside was this tiny little glass bird.’
Kate smiled broadly. ‘And then the monkey put both its tiny little paws on either side of my head, and it kissed me right here.’ She pointed to a spot on her forehead. ‘And then it hopped away. And all the children and the adults in the hall laughed, like it was sweet, like it was funny, like it was nothing out of the ordinary. Like they hadn’t just witnessed a miracle. But I was shocked still. I couldn’t move. The only person who’d ever shown me love like that was Mother.’
She fell silent, as the memories played out again and again. She looked at Ashenholme. ‘Do you remember that?’ she asked him. ‘Father?’
Ashenholme flinched.
‘No,’ said Kate. ‘No, of course not. You weren’t there. Because I’m the girl who was more likely to receive affection from a mythical creature on her birthday … than from her own father.’
Ashenholme took a step forward, then froze when both Sentinels pointed their spears at him. ‘Kate, you must understand –’
‘I understand,’ Kate spat. ‘You stole a Queen’s love, and fathered a child whose name you could barely remember, all for an experiment.’
‘I had to know,’ said Ashenholme. ‘I had to know if this machine could destroy a god. And your mother would never have come to this place, and sat in that chair, unless she had trusted me completely. You don’t understand. I’m from the City, you know? The Inquisition killed my mother, thinking she was the Enemy – I have to destroy it, no matter what!’
‘But you haven’t. You failed. But I will not fail. I’m going north. To destroy the Inquisition and end the tyranny of evil men forever. And I will find the Enemy’s new body, and kill it too. Then my people – all people – will be safe.’
Ashenholme nodded. ‘Good. Destroying the Inquisition will weaken the Enemy – it relies on them to spread fear in the City. What are you doing?’ he said, as Kate knelt down beside the chair, fiddling with the straps on Ellie’s arms.
‘You’ve fastened her in too tightly,’ said Kate. ‘The blood won’t reach her hands and feet. Give me your cloak,’ she said to the Sentinel nearest her. Kate draped the cloak over Ellie, tucking it round her lap.
‘You should kill her,’ said Ashenholme. Kate’s head snapped towards him.
‘What?’
‘You’re right,’ said Ashenholme, staring intently at Ellie. ‘The Enemy’s attempt to kill her was half-hearted; it must want her alive. Perhaps it still needs her to maintain its connection to the mortal plane. You should kill her,’ he said again, glancing at the sword on Kate’s belt. ‘Just to be certain.’
‘You would kill her just on the chance it might hurt the Enemy?’ Kate said, her lip curling in disgust. ‘Murder comes so easily to you, doesn’t it? Remember when you poisoned my dog, just because she barked through the night once and interrupted your precious research? All these evil things you do in the name of good. It makes me wonder who the true Enemy is.’
Ashenholme sneered. ‘Don’t be so small-minded, girl. You know, when you were born, I did wonder if you might inherit my intellect. I hoped that you’d continue my work, if I failed. But you were such a sentimental, frightened child. So needy for attention. Even this war of yours is a joke. The Inquisition will chew you up and spit you out.’
Kate drew herself up to her full height. ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘The Inquisition will pay. And you will pay too.’ She gestured to one of the Sentinels. ‘Have my surgeons patch him up. You’ll accompany my army in chains, dear father. At least one of my parents should be present to witness my victory.’
The Sentinels dragged Ashenholme along the walkway and Kate turned to looked at Ellie. ‘I am ending it,’ Kate told her. ‘I’ll get rid of the Inquisition. I will never let evil men hurt us again.’
The only sounds were the deep thrumming and crackles of electricity from the metal city below. She imagined what Ellie would say if she were awake; how angry she’d be about the war. But Ellie didn’t understand – any price was worth paying to make sure her people were safe. ‘And then, when I’m Queen of everything, you and I will be friends again.’
Kate put her hand on Ellie’s and turned to leave.
Then stopped dead.
Two new figures were descending the stairs, their tread slow and cumbersome, like infants taking their first steps. They were clad in huge brass suits of armour, with round helmets fronted with dark glass, each trailing a long dark tube that ran all the way up the stairs behind them.
Kate clutched her mouth, tears spilling between her fingers. The two figures waded along the walkway, struggling through water that wasn’t really there. The figure nearest Kate stopped, staring at the metal chair.
Kate stepped hesitantly towards them. She reached out to touch the round brass helmet, but her hand touched nothing. She leaned forward, letting her face pass through the ghostly helmet. She gasped as a face appeared before her, lit by a pale blue-green light.
‘Mum?’
Thea, the twentieth ruler of Shipwreck Island, looked exactly as Kate remembered. Her hair was curlier, more auburn than Kate’s, her skin darker. She had a cluster of freckles on her left cheek that Kate had forgotten about; they were always covered by make-up in her royal portraits. Her eyes were large and green, with faint smile lines at the corners.
Kate could barely find the strength to speak. ‘Mum … can you hear me?’ she whispered.
But her mother stared right through her, towards the chair. Fear flickered in her eyes. Kate reached out for her cheek, then sobbed as her fingers touched nothing.
‘Mum?’ she said. ‘Mum, please … don’t sit in that chair.’
A part of her knew how foolish this was, to plead with an echo of the past, but she couldn’t stop herself. ‘Whatever he’s telling you, it’s a lie. He doesn’t care about you. Please, Mum, stay here with me.’
Kate’s vision blurred as her mother passed through her, stepping ponderously towards the chair. Kate chased after her, even though she knew it was pointless, even though it would make no difference. ‘Please, Mum, don’t do this. Leave this place with me, please.’
Her mother was helped into the chair by the other figure, her father’s ghost, who reached behind her mother’s neck, then grasped the lever beside the chair.
‘No,’ Kate whispered. ‘No.’
He pulled the lever, and both figures flickered and vanished, revealing Ellie still sitting motionless where her mother had been moments before.
Kate closed her eyes. ‘I will punish them,’ she whispered. ‘I will punish them for what they’ve done to me. They will all pay.’
She spun on her heel and marched from the chamber, rubbing the tears from her cheeks, promising herself they’d be the last she’d ever shed.




Into the Ocean of the Sea God
Hestermeyer led Ellie down a steep, narrow staircase that wound round the black chasm at the heart of the castle. She looked at the many Vessels in their cells: at ten identical old men yelling at each other, burying the sense of their words beneath red-faced fury; four identical girls chasing one another round and round a small bed with no sheets, trying to grab the hair of the girl in front.
‘Why do some Vessels split into more parts than others?’ said Ellie.
Hestermeyer shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. I suppose our souls all bear scars. Perhaps they split along those fractures.’
Ellie put a hand to her heart, wondering how many scars her own soul bore. But then …
‘I don’t know if scars is the right word,’ she said.
‘Why’s that?’
‘Scars are wounds that have healed.’
How long they walked, Ellie wasn’t sure. Time seemed to pass differently here. It felt like she’d been walking down the staircase for both a minute and a week at the same time. When she looked up, she could no longer find Hestermeyer’s empty cell among the others. She’d lost count of the number they had passed by now. Ellie knew she was the forty-sixth Vessel since the Drowning, but there were many more here than that.
‘Why don’t they just leave?’ Ellie asked, watching two identical men gazing silently at each other, resentfully, like they’d been stuck in the same staring contest for a year.
Hestermeyer looked sadly at the same pair. ‘Where else would they go?’
Ellie’s body jerked as she reached the bottom of the staircase. The black chasm kept going, burrowing deep down to nowhere, but to her left was a small doorway. She looked up through the castle, listening to the ranting and howling of the Vessels.
‘I’ll help them, Ellie, don’t worry,’ said Hestermeyer.
She stared out of the doorway. There was no breeze blowing in, and the air was neither hot nor cold. The landscape beyond resembled a black-and-white painting, and was just as still and silent. Here and there, grey towers had been snapped in two, their crowns half buried in the rubble. Massive domed rooftops had been torn open from the inside, metallic roots spilling out in a shining mass, reminding Ellie of earthworms bursting from a cake.
‘Those tendrils are everywhere,’ she said. They’d choked every building, smothering their pockmarked walls like vines. ‘The Enemy did this.’
Hestermeyer nodded. ‘The Engine is suffocating the spirit realm.’
‘I have to find a way back to my world,’ said Ellie, staring out across the landscape. She felt a warm shiver of excitement as she noticed actual colour for the first time: a deep, dark blue. ‘Wait – look!’
It was an ocean, but one that had become untethered from physical laws. It rose from the horizon in spirals of seawater to touch the grey sky – a fortress of depthless blue waves and swirling sea foam.
Hestermeyer pushed his glasses right to the bridge of his nose. ‘If there’s life out there, it means there’s still a god the Enemy hasn’t destroyed.’
‘It’s Seth,’ said Ellie, a flutter in her chest. ‘The God of the Sea.’
The ocean twisted and roared.
Hestermeyer smiled. ‘So it wasn’t just some old tale? He really did survive.’
‘He’s my friend,’ said Ellie. ‘The most powerful person I know. I need to reach that water. If I can communicate with him, maybe he can get me out of here.’ She paused, imagining herself stuck in this monochrome wasteland forever, fading into a ghost. She turned to Hestermeyer. ‘I … I don’t want to leave you here alone.’
‘You haven’t,’ said Hestermeyer, with a small smile. ‘Goodbye, Ellie Lancaster.’
Ellie tried to smile too, but her insides were cold and empty. ‘Goodbye,’ she said. ‘And thank you.’
Taking a deep breath, she stepped out across the barren soil. There was no sun here, just a cloudy grey sky. It was impossible to say where the light was coming from. She passed white marble pools where metal tendrils floated in the stagnant water like clumps of algae. Huge circular theatres gaped open, tendrils swarming the terraced seats in place of an audience. Dead gardens filled the wide avenues between buildings: clumps of black, wilted grass and shrunken, colour-drained flowers.
Ellie tried to imagine how this place must have looked once: a gleaming, immaculate paradise for gods and Vessels, but she couldn’t picture it. As with everything, the Enemy had taken something beautiful and turned it foul. She looked down as her foot caught on another tendril, and noticed she was wearing her old coat somehow, even though she remembered the Enemy stealing it. She wasn’t limping any more either – the ache in her leg was gone – and she felt no hunger or thirst. The only pain was from the memories that kept creeping into her thoughts, flaring hot before she could push them back down.
Time blurred again. Ellie focused on the fortress of raging sea on the horizon, and tried to think of nothing else. She passed grey palaces, their outer walls covered with faded murals, though most of the paint had been scraped away by the tendrils. She looked back over her shoulder and saw the Enemy’s castle where she’d been imprisoned. It was a hideous blot on an already hideous landscape.
Each time she blinked, the ocean crept closer, and soon great rivers of seawater were gushing round her through crevices in the cracked grey earth. The ground became wet underfoot, and Ellie knelt to take off her shoes and socks, stuffing them into her coat pockets.
The seething ocean rose above her like a storm. It looked like it wanted to break free and drown the whole grey landscape behind her. Ellie wondered what was holding it back. It curved overhead, becoming a watery sky in which she could see the reflections of stars that weren’t really there.
Taking a long, steadying breath, Ellie walked through the veil of mist, into the swirling storm. The sea seemed to welcome her, reshaping in the form of a vast cavernous hall. When she looked down, she saw that she had left the grey ground and metal tendrils behind her, and was now walking on a calm ocean, every step sending ripples through the water. Unlike the rest of the spirit realm, the seawater was warm on her skin.
A vast dark shadow passed underneath her. She saw the shape of a massive flipper, and then a long tail that ended in a huge tail fin. Then came a sound: a melodious rise and fall, reverberating through the water and into Ellie’s bones. The shadow swam closer to the surface, turning on to its side, revealing grey skin covered with barnacles and criss-crosses of scar tissue. Then a closed eye came into view, wrinkled and creased like that of an old man. A tingle traced Ellie’s neck as the eyelid opened, revealing an eye the dark blue of a cold sea. She remembered what Ashenholme had said: that all Vessels lived on in the spirit realm after death. Not all Vessels had been human.
Ellie looked ahead. She was standing in the tranquil eye of a storm. Above her, and in all directions, were boiling, tempestuous oceans woven through with crackling black thunderclouds. The whale swam on beneath her, joined by a huge manatee, then a dolphin and a killer whale that chased each other playfully. They swam towards a small figure in the distance, sitting on the surface of the ocean.
Ellie stepped closer. The girl had her back to Ellie, and she could only make out the light brown skin of her neck and her messy black hair. She turned her head, and Ellie gasped. She had a familiar sharply cut jaw, heavy dark eyebrows and eyes the steely blue of a cold sea.
‘Um, hello?’ said Ellie.
The girl stood up, staring at Ellie hopefully. ‘Are you … are you one of my sisters?’







Ellie opened her mouth, but didn’t know what to say.
‘I’m looking for my brothers and sisters,’ said the girl. ‘Do you know where they are? I have a feeling they should be here.’
Ellie took a breath, not wanting to tell her. ‘I’m not one of your sisters. I … I’m afraid they’re all gone now, except for you and the Enemy. It destroyed all the other gods.’
The girl’s nose wrinkled. ‘What are you talking about? I’m not a god. I’m just a girl.’
‘What’s your name?’
The girl crossed her arms, eyeing Ellie suspiciously. It was an expression she’d seen on Seth’s face a thousand times. ‘Alya,’ she said.
‘How did you get into the spirit realm?’
The girl frowned, then sat back down on the water, hugging her legs tight.
‘I live on the island of Desse. It’s about a day’s sailing south of Shipwreck Island.’
Ellie nodded. ‘This might seem like an odd question, but … how long has it been since the Ark crashed into Shipwreck Island?’
Alya’s eyebrows rose as high as they’d go. ‘Three hundred and twenty-three years,’ she said. ‘Why?’
‘Well, because in that case I’m from about four hundred years in your future.’
Alya rolled on to all fours, her whole body tensed like she was ready for a fight. She looked angry and confused, just as Seth had done when Ellie had first met him.
‘What’s it like on your island?’ Ellie asked, sitting cross-legged on the skin of the ocean, to show she wasn’t a threat.
‘Horrible,’ said Alya. ‘Nobody likes me. I came here suddenly one time when I felt really alone, and sometimes I can come back when I close my eyes. I don’t know where it is, but … I like it,’ she said, smiling at the dolphin that was doing somersaults underneath her. ‘Everyone on my island says I’m touched by the Enemy. Even though I saved Zaid from that storm, the ungrateful sea-sponge.’
‘How did you save him?’
‘I, well –’
‘You controlled the sea?’ said Ellie.
Alya’s eyes narrowed. ‘How do you know that?’
‘I know your future self,’ said Ellie. ‘I came here to try and find him. Maybe we could look for him together? He’s … well, he’s you. You were split up into all these different parts, you see, and scattered across time, and he’s one of them. He can explain what happened to you. Then maybe you won’t feel so alone?’
Alya rose to her feet, tense and controlled. ‘How will you find him?’
Ellie scratched her head. ‘Well, I don’t know if it will work in the spirit realm, but this worked in the real world once.’
She raised her hand at a right angle to the ocean’s surface, gently easing her fingertips into the water, then plunging her whole hand in.
‘Seth,’ she said, trying her hardest to picture him in her mind, without her bad memories creeping in. ‘Seth, it’s Ellie. Can you hear me?’
The sea bubbled against her fingers, and the humpback whale and the other animal Vessels began to swim up towards her, eyeing her intently – a manta ray, a walrus and a whale shark rising up from the gloom. In the distance, the twisting, storm-ridden seas began to froth, crashing violently towards her, rising high overhead. Water flecked Ellie’s face. She took hold of Alya’s hand and found that it was trembling.
‘It’s okay,’ said Ellie, watching the seas rage towards them. ‘It’s him,’ she said. ‘It’s Seth.’




Saviour and Destroyer
The seas crashed into a single wave, and inside that wave Ellie spied a tall, spectral figure. The wave reared so high overhead that it seemed sure to drown them, then swirled into a churning vortex of water, wrapping round the dark figure. The vortex shrank, and the figure did too, until a boy stepped out of the water: a boy with messy black hair, brown skin, and eyes the colour of a cold sea.
‘Ellie?’ Seth said, with a hesitant smile. ‘Is … is it?’
‘It’s me,’ said Ellie, an ember of warmth flaring briefly in her chest as she saw his smile widen. He raced across the ocean surface, bundling her into a tight hug. Even in this place, he felt solid and warm.
‘How are you here?’ said Seth. ‘How can you be inside the spirit realm? Wait –’ The colour drained from his lips.
‘No,’ Ellie said quickly. ‘Don’t worry, I’m still alive. I think.’ She squeezed his arm, expecting to feel a rush of joy or relief at seeing him again. But she didn’t feel much at all.
‘Are you okay?’ Seth asked, catching her expression.
‘I … I’m fine,’ she lied, forcing a smile. ‘Look. I’ve found one of your past selves.’
She turned to introduce Alya, then saw that she was gone. ‘I don’t understand. She … she was right here!’
Ellie glanced about, then frowned as she noticed Seth’s reflection in the surface of the water.
Because it wasn’t Seth in the reflection. It was a girl.
‘Alya?’
The water rippled ever so slightly. The reflection shimmered, and Ellie saw a boy, much like Seth, only shorter and stockier. The shape fluttered again, and Ellie saw a girl with a shaved head and shark-teeth scars on her neck, then a boy with a missing arm and hair down to his waist. Then a tall and long-limbed boy with thick, messy black hair. Seth.
‘These are all your past selves,’ said Ellie, looking up at the real Seth. ‘But … what happened to Alya? Is she … just part of you now?’
‘No, she’s gone back to her own time, where she needs to be,’ said Seth. He closed his eyes. ‘But we’re bonded now. I can see her memories, and she can see mine.’
Ellie managed a smile. ‘How many others are there still to find?’
‘None,’ Seth said. ‘I’ve been searching for them for weeks now, while I’ve been Kate’s prisoner. Ever since I figured out how to enter the spirit realm. Alya was the last one.’ He smiled at Ellie. ‘You found her for me.’
Ellie felt a small seed of wonder inside her, but it couldn’t seem to sprout. She swallowed. ‘So … does that mean your mind is healed? Does that mean –’
Seth reached for Ellie’s hand, squeezing it tight. ‘Yes,’ he said, and Ellie heard a quiver of worry in his voice. ‘My memories are coming back.’
The sea rumbled, as if in response to Seth’s words, and a bubbling swell of water encircled them. Ellie watched in wonder as turquoise light stippled her skin in shimmery ripples.
‘I think we’re about to see them,’ he said.
‘Your memories?’ said Ellie. ‘How can I see your memories?’
Seth looked at the shifting water, then nodded in understanding. ‘This is my part of the spirit realm,’ he said. ‘This whole place is a reflection of me.’
The sea swirled swiftly round them, like a cradle, plunging them into darkness. Ellie knew she should feel frightened, but again she felt nothing. She hoped it was because of Seth’s reassuring presence, but wasn’t so sure.
Through the darkness, she could make out tiny flickers of flame. A deep red light glowed beyond a horizon of dark trees, and above was a blue-black sky crowded with bright stars. The ocean was gone, and Ellie and Seth were now standing atop a hill overlooking a vast plain.
Four mountainous shadows rose out of the landscape. They sat apart from each other across the sprawling grassland, their swollen hulls limned with starlight, their towering masts creaking beneath their own weight.
‘The Arks,’ Ellie whispered, feeling a chill travel up her spine. ‘All four of them.’
They were each held aloft by entire forests of scaffolding. Legions of tiny silhouettes rushed across their decks, panicked faces flickering briefly into view beneath flaming torches. Some were still racing up wooden gangplanks, huge bags on their backs and crying children in their arms.
Ellie glanced at Seth, only he wasn’t looking at the Arks, but at two figures standing further down the hill. One was a tall man with brown skin and dark hair threaded with silver. He turned, and his eyes caught the moonlight.
Blue eyes.
‘They’re ready,’ said the other figure, her voice deep. She was short, but Ellie could tell just by looking at her that she was immensely strong, her arms thick and muscular. Though she didn’t look old, her hair was already white, her gaze shrewd and penetrating. Seth breathed in sharply.
‘Ellie, that’s the Crone,’ he said, walking towards her.
‘I can’t do this,’ said the man, as Ellie and Seth stepped round him. His expression was drawn and tired, and there were scars across his shoulders and his long, wiry arms, his skin gnarled and weathered like bark. Seth looked at him, running a finger over the sharp angle of his own jaw, the point of his nose, and his thick black eyebrows. They were all the same as this man before them.
The Crone gestured to the Arks. ‘If we don’t act soon, all this will be undone.’
‘We need to wait,’ the man said. ‘We need to give the others –’
‘The others are gone,’ said the Crone.
‘You can’t know that for sure.’
‘I can. I’m the Vessel to the God of Life. I felt the life force drain out of them one by one, as they were pulled apart by the Enemy’s accursed machine.’
The man scowled. ‘I will not be a murderer,’ he spat, glaring at the Crone. She didn’t flinch.
‘Then you will condemn humanity to a fate worse than death. Every hour we waste, more people are suffering and dying, and the Enemy grows closer to its ultimate victory. I feel every life ebb as they’re extinguished. This war is completely out of control. It may have started as a war against the gods, but now everyone is fighting everyone else. The world is being torn apart. Humanity is being torn apart.’
‘There are still more refugees fleeing the war,’ said the man. ‘We have to give them more time to get here.’
‘There is no more time,’ said the Crone. ‘The longer the war continues, the more powerful the Eternity Engine becomes. The machine feeds on suffering, and turns that suffering into energy. The Enemy has orchestrated this whole war just to fuel its machine.’
The man’s hands were shaking. ‘But why? What does it want?’
The Crone sighed. ‘Its goal has always been simple: to corrupt, manipulate and torment humanity, with no other gods to interfere. Once the Engine has absorbed enough suffering, the Enemy will use its divine abilities to reforge the world. Humanity will be remade, with no memory of the Enemy.’
‘Why would it want that?’
The Crone gestured to the horizon. ‘So it can begin again. With a new humanity to corrupt, and manipulate, and torment. And when it grows bored with them?’ She brushed her hands together. ‘Another war. Another world destroyed. Another fresh start. The world is its chessboard, and humans are the pieces. When the game is finished, the Enemy simply resets the board. Game after game, again and again and again. An eternity of suffering.’ She paused, watching the man carefully. ‘That is the fate that awaits humanity if you do not act.’
‘I will not be humanity’s destroyer!’ the man growled, glaring at her with wide, frightened eyes.
‘You will be its saviour,’ said the Crone calmly.
‘Your Divinities!’ cried a panicked-looking woman, stumbling up the hill and falling to her knees before them. ‘I … I bring … news.’
‘What is it?’ said the Crone.
‘One of … the Emperor’s … armies,’ she said between breaths. ‘Marching this way.’
The Crone turned to the man. ‘They will destroy the Arks and everyone in them,’ she told him. ‘You must act now.’
The man snarled and turned away from her, sitting down in the grass and placing his face in his hands.
Seth knelt, studying him carefully. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘In Leila’s diary, the Crone said I was tricked by the Enemy. That I lost control of my power, and drowned the world by mistake.’
Ellie looked into the distance, and thought she could see a haze of torchlight on the horizon. The man climbed to his feet and glared bitterly at the Crone. ‘You should go, then,’ he said, pointing at the Arks. His voice was hoarse. ‘Get aboard one of them.’
The Crone paused. ‘Why don’t we go together?’
‘No.’
‘You can control the seas from one of the ships, can’t you?’
‘I don’t wish to survive this. Let the seas claim me too. I’d rather lose myself forever than live with the memory of what I’ve done.’
‘In my experience, it’s better to confront suffering than ignore it.’
The man set his jaw. ‘I’m sure it’s easy to confront suffering when you’re a god of healing. Now go! They’ll need you.’
The Crone gave him one last long look. ‘I hope we’ll meet again, old friend,’ she said.
‘GO!’ the man bellowed, and the Crone turned and strode down the hill.
The man took a deep breath, holding his hands out at his side. Instantly, familiar blue swirls swept across his skin. Ellie looked at Seth, and saw his eyes glistening in the starlight. She reached out to take his hand.
‘The Crone told Leila I was tricked,’ Seth said, ‘but she was lying, wasn’t she? I didn’t lose control of my powers. I knew exactly what I was doing.’
Ellie squeezed his hand. ‘You didn’t have any choice.’
The man raised his arms to the sky. There was a distant rumble, far out beyond sight. Tears rolled down the man’s cheeks, and down Seth’s too.
The ocean swept in across the horizon with such speed that Ellie took a hurried step backwards. Already the forests and grassy plain had vanished beneath a seething shallow sea, which was rising fast, crushing the scaffolding around the Arks like straw. The Arks were each lifted high, rocking sharply from side to side as they were carried heavenward. Ellie could faintly make out the frightened cries of the passengers, but they were soon muffled by the crashing waters that roared in her eardrums.
The man’s skin was now entirely blue, his face expressionless as a statue, his tears all gone. The sea surged up into walls all around them, leaving only a narrow channel of land just wide enough for the three of them to stand in. Ellie saw the dark shapes of whales and sharks, shoals of fish fluttering overhead like flocks of birds. The bright moon was eclipsed by one of the rising Arks. The stars lost their sheen behind the dark wash of ocean.
The man grunted in pain: strange streaks of white light were weaving their way across his skin, like cracks on a vase. As the seas rose, more bright fractures blazed up his arms, his neck, his face. Seth rushed towards him.
Then, the man’s body broke apart in a shower of glowing white shards. Seth staggered as if struck, dropping to his knees as the shards danced and looped through the air like fireflies, then faded to nothing. The sea closed round them, and Ellie knelt down next to Seth and hugged him close.
‘I did it,’ said Seth, drawing a pained, shuddering breath. ‘I really did it.’




The Power of Suffering
Ellie and Seth clung to each other as the Arks returned to mist, and they found themselves sitting once more on the surface of that endless, tranquil sea.
Seth was staring fixedly into the water, tears falling freely down his cheeks. Ellie put her hand on top of his. ‘Seth, it’s all right. That person … he wasn’t you. Not really.’
‘Yes he was,’ said Seth. ‘I would have done the same thing.’
He rubbed his arms, and Ellie saw faint lines on his skin, a dim white light. Worry prickled at her neck. ‘Nobody should’ve been put in that position, Seth,’ she said. ‘No one should ever have to make a choice like that.’
Seth’s whole body began to tremble, and he clapped his hands to his mouth, trying to stifle a sob.
‘But I did. I really did,’ he said. ‘It happened. All because of me.’
The lines flared brightly across his skin. His eyes were wide and frightened. Ellie clutched his arm, desperate to help him. Words from Leila’s diary surfaced in her mind:
He will break beneath the truth … Even gods have souls, and even their souls can be broken.
She gripped his arm. ‘Seth, just don’t think about it, all right? Just push it down, forget it happened!’
The sea was roiling furiously, rising and falling beneath their feet.
‘Seth!’
She gasped in shock as Seth stood, his arms tensed at his sides, eyes fixed ahead. ‘No,’ he whispered. ‘I … have to remember. It’s who I am. It’s what I did.’ The white lines grew blindingly bright.
‘Seth, don’t,’ Ellie moaned.
‘I drowned the world,’ said Seth, letting out a slow breath. The lines on his skin dimmed slightly. ‘To save the world. I did a terrible thing, but I have to remember it. For them.’ He flinched, and the lines flared again. ‘The ones who died. The voices in the sea. I have to remember, because those people should not be forgotten.’
With that, Seth let out a long sigh, like a gentle breeze, and the seas around them stilled. Beneath their feet, the humpback whale and a great white shark and the other blue-eyed Vessels swam in gentle circles.
‘Seth?’ Ellie stood up to inspect him. She could still see the white lines across his bare arms and neck, but they were as faint as old scars. ‘Are you okay?’
Seth examined the lines on the back of his hand. ‘No,’ he said. ‘But … I think I will be.’
He looked at Ellie a long while, and she wrinkled her nose, confused by the way he was studying her. She gave a timid smile, and took two small steps backwards. ‘What?’
Seth opened his mouth, then closed it. Then he shook his head. ‘Nothing.’
‘What is it?’
Seth frowned, then forced a smile too. ‘No, it doesn’t matter.’
‘Are you upset with me because I left you on Shipwreck Island?’ said Ellie.
‘What? No, of course not.’
‘I know I probably should have tried to rescue you, but –’
‘Ellie, if you’d done that, you’d have been captured too. You had no choice. It’s just, well … there’s something different about you.’
‘No there’s not,’ Ellie said, much too quickly. ‘I’m just, you know, shaken. I thought I was about to lose you just then!’
Seth studied her. ‘It’s not that. It feels like you’re … missing something.’
Ellie turned away sharply. ‘I …’ She winced as old memories stabbed at her again. This time she saw the Enemy gazing at her with its new human eyes. ‘Look, I need your help. I made a huge mistake. I connected myself to the Eternity Engine – the machine that the Crone was talking about.’
Seth’s eyes bulged. ‘Why would you do that?’
‘Because I thought it would destroy the Enemy. I didn’t know that it was the Enemy who built the Engine in the first place.’ Ellie clutched her hands to her head. ‘I’ve been such an idiot. Now I’m stuck in the spirit realm, and the Enemy has a body of its own that looks just like me.’
‘But what can the Enemy do with a human body?’
Ellie sighed. ‘It can fix the Eternity Engine. The Crone said the Engine is fuelled by suffering. Well, there’s about to be a war that will give it all the suffering it needs.’
‘All it needs to do what?’ said Seth. ‘Reforge the world, like the Crone said?’
‘Probably,’ said Ellie, shivering as she tried to imagine what the world would look like, remade by the Enemy. ‘But whatever it plans to do, it’s not going to be good. You have to warn Anna and the others.’
‘But I’m still stuck with Kate’s army – she’s got me imprisoned inside one of her carriages.’
‘Well …’ Ellie chewed her lip. ‘I think there’s still a trunk of seawater in my workshop. Could you use that somehow?’
‘I might be able to. I have to focus on keeping the seas parted, but I should have some power to spare.’ Seth straightened his shoulders. ‘Now that I have all my past selves back, the sea doesn’t feel so hard to control.’
‘Could you use the sea to damage the Engine?’
Seth stared at his feet. ‘I can’t bring the ocean back while Kate’s army is still crossing the sea floor. Besides, parting the seas was the easy part. Bringing them back again, all that water … If I’m not careful, the ocean will crash in and destroy the City and everyone in it.’ He looked at Ellie. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘I have to get back somehow.’ She dug her fingers into her palms. ‘And I have to destroy the Enemy.’
‘But how?’
Ellie stared towards the blackened land beyond the ocean, thinking carefully. ‘In Leila’s diary, the Crone said the God of Life had the power to destroy the Enemy. But that god was absorbed by the Eternity Engine. So maybe the Engine now has the power to destroy the Enemy?’
‘But, Ellie, you just said you did try to use the Engine to destroy the Enemy, but it backfired.’
‘Yes, but that’s because the Enemy was in control of it,’ said Ellie, remembering what Hestermeyer had said. ‘But the Eternity Engine is just a machine – it doesn’t have a will of its own. Maybe I can turn the Engine against the Enemy and destroy it.’
An ember of hope flared inside her, and she clapped her hands together, grinning. Seth’s eyes flickered.
‘What?’ said Ellie.
He gave a pained grimace. ‘This is the first time you’ve seemed like … your old self.’
‘So? I’m excited. We’re talking about destroying the Enemy. For good.’
Seth rubbed the back of his head. ‘You didn’t seem afraid when you said the Enemy might try to hurt Anna. You weren’t upset watching the whole world drown. And … you weren’t happy to see me again.’
Ellie felt a tiny prickle of frustration that he should be worrying about something as small as her emotions when there was so much at stake. The feeling of frustration dissolved into nothing almost instantly, like everything else.
‘Seth, I don’t need to feel things any more. I only need to destroy the Enemy.’
‘And if you do destroy it,’ he said softly, ‘what will be left of you?’
‘That doesn’t matter.’
Seth met her eyes. ‘It matters to me.’
‘Seth, I can’t. I can’t let myself feel things. Losing my mum, and my brother. Everything that happened to us back in the City. On Shipwreck Island.’ She closed her eyes tight, as all the familiar memories fought for her attention. She scattered them with a growl of irritation. ‘And I don’t need to feel them.’
Seth reached for her hand, but she pulled it away, feeling another stab of annoyance that turned quickly to nothing.
‘Ellie, these bad things that happened to us, they’re part of who we are. And I think a nasty scar is better than an open wound.’
‘I’m not an open wound!’ Ellie snapped.
They stood in silence, Ellie deliberately looking away from him. So what if she couldn’t feel things? So what if she couldn’t let herself remember her bad memories? None of it mattered any more.
There was a scraping and screeching in the distance, like a million fingernails being dragged across a million chalkboards. Ellie narrowed her eyes. The blackened land in the distance was squirming, like the ripple above a blazing fire.
Ellie raced off, bare feet pattering across the ocean surface. As she got closer, she could make out the seething mass of black tendrils, suddenly come to life.
‘What is that?’ said Seth, as he caught up with her.
‘They’re parts of the Eternity Engine, I think.’
‘Why are they moving now?’
Ellie watched them writhing across one another as they dug in and out of the grey, dusty ground. She shivered. ‘Maybe the Enemy has fixed it.’
‘And why are we running towards the creepy metal snakes?’
‘I have an idea.’
She ran to the edge of the ocean, which lapped gently against the grey earth. The black tendrils were wriggling enquiringly towards the water, then rearing back as if burned.
‘Look! They can’t come in here,’ said Ellie.
Seth knelt, inspecting the tendrils in disgust.
‘Don’t,’ said Ellie, slapping his hand away. ‘You’re the only god that hasn’t been swallowed by the Engine. I don’t think it’s a good idea to let it touch you.’
She stepped forward and took a deep breath.
‘What are you doing?’ said Seth, grabbing her wrist.
‘I was able to control them once before,’ said Ellie. ‘I might be able to do it again. Then maybe I can find a way out of here.’
‘No, Ellie, this isn’t a good idea.’ Seth shook his head, nervously eyeing the black tendrils. ‘The Enemy made this machine. It’s evil.’
‘I’m no good to anyone stuck in here. I have to get out.’
Seth’s hand fell away. He watched Ellie nervously as she stepped from the water and into the mass of black metal. She expected them to wrap round her straight away, but nothing happened. The tendrils wriggled about her, avoiding her legs, occasionally glancing against her bare ankles. ‘Why’s nothing happening?’ said Ellie, staring at the tendrils, feeling a shadow of irritation. ‘Why are they ignoring me?’
Seth looked trapped, his whole body straining to keep still and not rush to her aid. ‘I really think you should come back here.’
Ellie thought about how Seth controlled the sea by imagining he was the sea. About how the Crone had healed plants by imagining she was the plant. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself as a mass of squirming metal worms. But nothing happened. She tried to imagine herself as the Eternity Engine itself, as a colossal, clanking machine spreading out underground. But the tendrils carried on wriggling around, ignoring her completely.
‘Will you just come back here?’ Seth said, his voice trembling. ‘Your experiment hasn’t worked.’
Ellie thought back over what the Crone had said. About how the Eternity Engine feeds on suffering. Her shoulders tensed.
‘I …’ She paused. ‘I have an idea. Seth – do what you can to warn Anna about the Enemy, all right? And, if this works, I’m going to come and rescue you from Kate.’
She closed her eyes again and gritted her teeth.
And allowed herself to feel.
She thought of Anna, and the break in her voice when they’d said goodbye. She thought of Seth crying when she’d told him the truth about the Drowning. She thought of Loren humiliating Kate before a gleeful crowd, and of Kate smiling as she announced her plans to lead an army to the City.
A bright pain flared in her chest, and she gasped in shock. It was like lifting the lid on a pot that had been kept too long on the boil.
‘Ellie!’ Seth cried.
‘Stay back!’ she yelled. ‘Don’t come near me.’
There was a sudden scratching of metal and Ellie opened her eyes to see the black tendrils slithering in her direction. She gasped as they curled round her feet, her legs, her arms. Their touch was as cold as glass in winter.
‘Ellie!’ Seth yelled. He raised his arms, and the water around him responded instantly, rearing up and crashing down towards the tendrils. But they wove together, forming a wall of interlocking cords between Seth and Ellie.
In her mind, Ellie heard a faint metallic drumbeat that grew and grew until it was all that she could hear. It sounded like the pounding of pistons. She tried to picture herself in that vast metal chamber, strapped to that chair, pinned in place by those mechanical arms. It appeared so vividly in her mind; she appeared so vividly, a spike piercing the back of her neck, her head hanging forward, her lips deep blue. Then the chamber drifted away, snatched across a great blackness. In its place, she saw a long line of men and women in mud-caked armour, marching sternly through grey streets. She saw frightened boys clutching wooden sticks, flinching as they were smacked about the head by stern men in long black coats.
Ellie winced. Her mind was running away from her – she wasn’t sure if what she was seeing was real. She forced her thoughts back into that cold metal chamber, that chair and those mechanical arms above.
‘Get me out of here,’ she whispered.
And the mechanical arms responded. In her mind, Ellie saw them twitch, darting down from the ceiling, undoing the straps at her wrists, her ankles. They reached for the spike in her neck and pulled.
Ellie gasped as ice-cold air filled her lungs, hungrily gulping it up like she hadn’t breathed in days. Her vision swam with blue-green light, and she was suddenly aware of a hundred stabbing pins and tiny aches throughout her body, the throbbing pain in her leg and the stinging in the back of her neck.
She scrambled to her feet, rubbing her freezing arms, taking in the walkway, the metal chair where she’d been imprisoned. She bent double, overcome by a coughing fit, then staggered upright once more. She took three steps along the walkway, then broke into a run, racing from the chamber towards the world above.




The Battle of the Workshop
Anna stared at the Enemy.
It stared back with dead eyes, swaying slightly like a rock dangling on a string. Its pale, bluish skin was glossy with sweat in the moonlight.
‘What have you done to Ellie?’ Anna snarled, aiming the harpoon gun at its heart.
The Enemy licked its lips. ‘I’ve imprisoned her. Mind and soul.’ Its voice was a dry whisper, like a bitter winter wind usurping Ellie’s vocal cords. ‘She’s in so much pain, Anna. You couldn’t imagine it, with your tiny brain. But you’ll know what it’s like … You’ll know soon enough.’
Anna’s hands trembled round the handle of the harpoon gun. ‘I’m … I’m …’
‘There’s nothing you can do. This is Ellie’s body. Kill me and you kill her.’
The Enemy walked towards Anna until the point of the harpoon was just inches from its heart. ‘Though, in a way, you killed her already, a long time ago. When you failed to look after her. She had nobody, Anna. She needed someone to help her. A loving friend. A best friend.’
Anna felt the trigger of the harpoon gun, trying to force herself to pull it. ‘I was her best friend.’
‘Then why didn’t she trust you enough to tell you she was the Vessel, I wonder?’ The Enemy stroked its chin, frowning thoughtfully, then clicked its fingers. ‘You know, I bet she thought you’d turn her in to the Inquisition!’ It bared its teeth in a manic grin, eyes widening in delight. ‘That you’d betray her.’
‘No … no, that’s not true!’
The Enemy sprang suddenly. Anna cried out and swung the harpoon gun on its pintle, smacking the Enemy in the chest and knocking it off course. It grunted and rolled across the floorboards and into a pile of broken oyster-catchers, rising to its feet with a savage growl.
Anna ran for the door, frantically unbolting the locks. Shoes scuffed across the floorboards and Anna turned to find an oyster-catcher hurtling through the air towards her. She leapt aside but the machine grazed her shoulder, tearing her skin with its jagged edges.
The Enemy charged at Anna, a sharp sliver of metal in one hand, point glinting in the moonlight. It raised the metal to strike, and Anna snarled and grabbed its wrists.
‘You may be the Enemy,’ Anna spat, ‘but you’ve still got Ellie’s weakling body.’
The Enemy shoved Anna back with shocking strength, and she skidded across the workshop, jumping aside as the Enemy swung at her again with the shard of metal, severing a clump of ginger hair.
Anna rolled behind a workbench, grabbing a spare harpoon and levelling it at the Enemy like a spear.
‘Haven’t you hurt her enough?’ it sneered, swiping Ellie’s golden hair from its face. ‘Maybe you should just give up. After all, you can’t protect anyone, can you? You couldn’t protect Finn, or Ellie. You won’t be able to protect your friends when the Queen’s army arrives. And you certainly won’t be able to protect the orphans when I pay them a visit.’
Anna roared, leaping up on to the workbench and falling upon the Enemy, swinging the pole end of the harpoon as hard as she could. The Enemy held up its arms in defence, and there was a dull metal ring and a cry of agony, in a voice so familiar it lanced through Anna’s heart.
‘Ellie, I’m sorry!’ she cried, without thinking. Already there was a thick red welt across both forearms.
‘Look what you’ve done to her!’ the Enemy spat, wincing. It tried to move its fingers, but they just twitched limply.
Anna groaned. ‘No. I … I didn’t mean –’
‘She’ll probably never use her hands again!’ the Enemy sobbed. ‘How will she make her wonderful inventions?’ It glared at Anna hatefully, a look that chilled Anna’s blood.
‘It’s not Ellie,’ she whispered to herself. ‘It’s not Ellie.’
There was a series of cracking pops as the Enemy snapped each of Ellie’s fingers back into place. ‘Now stop hurting your best friend, and accept that there’s nothing you can do. I am in control now, and you’re going to watch as I kill Viola, and Molworth, and Fry, and Ibnet, and every other grotesque little orphan. You failed. You’ve failed them all. Just like you failed her.’
The Enemy sprang at Anna, a new shard of metal in its hand. Anna tried to swing the harpoon at it, but her arms seized up and it fell from her grip. She couldn’t bring herself to hurt Ellie again – she could only watch as the Enemy brought the shard down towards her neck …
And slipped, eyes bulging, then fell hard on its back.
A puddle coated the workshop floor. Anna was certain it hadn’t been there before, but now it spilled across the floorboards, its outline traced by the moonlight. The Enemy hissed and clawed its way up the side of the workbench, spraying water everywhere as it scrabbled back to its feet. Anna followed the puddle, and saw that it was leaking out of the cast-iron trunk in the centre of the workshop.
The Enemy picked up the fallen harpoon, flipping it round in its hand, taking aim at Anna.
There was a low rumble from the trunk. The Enemy drew back the harpoon.
Then the lid flew off the trunk, knocking the Enemy off its feet. It cried out as water rose from the trunk in the shape of a looming serpent, then crashed down towards it. The Enemy rolled aside, scrambling for the door to the basement. Anna chased after it, only the Enemy spun round –
And flung the sharp shard of metal straight at Anna’s heart.
Anna gasped, and clutched her hands to her chest. She looked down, expecting to find it lodged in her ribs.
Only instead it hovered six inches in front of her, held in place by a hand made from seawater.
A tall dark figure stood before her. There was nothing but shadow where its face should have been. Still, Anna could tell that it was looking at her.
‘Seth?’ Anna whispered. Below, she heard the basement door slam shut. ‘We have to chase it! We have to stop it somehow, without hurting Ellie’s body.’
But even as she looked up at the figure, it collapsed into the puddle on the floor.
‘No!’ Anna dropped to her knees, trying to gather the water up again. ‘Seth! Come back, you massive idiot!’
She stared hopelessly at the puddle. Then it began to swirl, picking up specks of dust from the floorboards, spelling out words in the seawater.
that’s not ellie’s body







‘But is she … is Ellie …’
The words re-formed.
she is alive
Anna let out a sob of relief that spread through her whole body. She started to laugh and couldn’t stop.
stop laughing you massive idiot
‘She’s alive,’ said Anna, hugging herself tightly. ‘She’s okay. Oh, Seth, she’s okay!’ Anna got back to her feet, taking deep breaths. ‘Where is she?’
trapped in the eternity engine
Anna frowned at the words. ‘The eternity engine? What’s that?’
a machine with godlike power
A cold chill settled on Anna’s shoulders. ‘But … that must be the thing the Enemy’s been fixing.’ She swallowed. ‘What do we do? What do we do next, Seth?’
The words re-formed once more.
stop the war



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Nineteen
It’s been a week since Claude died. Since the Enemy was destroyed. On my visit to the hospital today, I met Killian on his way out.
‘Killian!’ I said, trying my best to sound cheerful. ‘You’ve been released already!’
He stopped in the doorway, still wearing his tattered Inquisitor’s coat. His missing arm was not the first change I noticed – it was his blank, dead stare. He looked at me without seeing me.
‘K-Killian?’ I said uncertainly. ‘It’s … it’s good to see you up and about.’
He looked about St Jayelle’s Square, at the people out for their morning shop. A man and a woman laughed, arm in arm, and his lip curled.
‘Why are they happy?’ he said. His voice had a new bitter rumble to it. All the easy humour was gone. ‘The Enemy is here.’
I frowned. ‘No, it’s not. You destroyed it, Killian. You saved the City.’
He looked at me, and for a moment I saw life in his eyes again. I saw sadness. ‘It killed Claude. It killed my friends.’
‘I know,’ I said. ‘But it’s gone now. You’ve bought us years of peace.’
He stared at me a long while. ‘No,’ he said at last. ‘There is no peace. I will find it. I will hunt it. I will never stop hunting it.’
There was an uncomfortable moment of silence. I reached into my bag. ‘I made you this,’ I said, pulling out the mechanical arm I’d built. ‘It will take some getting used to, but –’
He snatched it out of my hand, inspecting it. ‘What makes you so clever?’ he said. It was not a compliment, but an accusation.
‘I … well –’
‘I haven’t forgotten what you said that day, in Saint Leo’s Lane. That we shouldn’t fear the Vessel.’ He took a step closer to me; his breath was sour. ‘If I ever discover you are putting the people of this City at risk, I’ll have you burning on a fire,’ he said. There were shadows under his eyes, a tremor in his cheek. He dropped the metal arm to the cobblestones, and crunched it beneath his boot as he walked away.
I took a deep breath and stepped inside the hospital.
I found James at the end of a ward, staring vacantly at the ceiling. I took the chair by his bed, afraid he would be as changed as Killian. It was ten minutes before he even noticed I was there.
‘James?’
He looked back at the ceiling.
‘Um, I brought you something.’ I removed a second heavy contraption from my bag. ‘I started work on this after … after I found out what had happened. It uses counterweights, so the foot will move as you do. I think it’s quite clever, if I say so myself.’
James blinked.
‘I’ll leave it here for you,’ I said, placing the leg on his bedside table.
‘He was there,’ he said, his voice a whisper. ‘He was right there. And then he wasn’t.’
‘Claude?’
‘There were these … white lines on his skin, and then he just sort of … fell apart. Then there was this blackness, and then –’ his eyes widened – ‘it.’
I shivered. ‘What … what did it look …’ I fell silent. It wasn’t fair to make him relive it.
‘I’d been chasing Claude through the sewers for days,’ he said. ‘But he kept using the Enemy’s power to escape us. In the end, he must have got too weak to run any more. But what if … what if we’d never chased him? Maybe he wouldn’t have died.’
I opened my mouth to say something comforting. No words came out.
‘I should have listened to you,’ he said. ‘I should never have become an Inquisitor. You were right; we were just silly boys. Tools used to make the Inquisition look heroic. There was no glory in what we did.’
He closed his eyes, and I sat with him in silence, watching the nurses as they came and went, tending to the other patients. I was struck by an idea and reached out my hand.
‘Hello, my name’s Hannah Lancaster, what’s yours?’
James’s eyes opened, and he stared at me uncertainly, clearly wondering what in Saints’ names I was talking about.
‘I don’t know any more,’ he said.
‘Oh? Because you remind me of this boy I heard of called James Castion. He was kind, and always wanted to help others. He dreamed of becoming a whale lord. Are you sure that’s not you?’
James shook his head. ‘No. I don’t think so.’
‘Well, I think it could be. I think that boy could come back, if he wanted to. And I bet, with that winning smile of his, and a few cunning inventions made by his talented best friend, he could become the most famous whale lord of all time. I think he could really make a difference to the City. What would you say to that?’
He looked at me a long moment, and a tear rolled down his cheek. He smiled and took my hand. ‘I’d say: it’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Hannah Lancaster. My name is James Castion.’




The Lancaster Wall
Anna staggered to the workshop door, her whole body still trembling.
‘Anna?’ came Viola’s voice from outside. ‘Are you in there?’
Anna rolled the door aside and found Viola and Molworth in the street, their mouths dropping open as they saw the state of the workshop: the smashed oyster-catcher by the door, the puddle of seawater, the harpoon on the floor.
‘What happened in here?’ said Viola.
Molworth’s face paled as he picked up a clump of ginger hair. ‘Your beautiful hair!’ he cried, dashing over and pressing it to Anna’s scalp, like he was trying to reattach it. He noticed the scratches on her arms. ‘Are you okay?’
‘I’m fine,’ said Anna, gently shoving Molworth away. ‘But listen, that … person we thought was Ellie? It’s not her.’
‘What?’ said Molworth.
‘It’s the Enemy,’ said Anna. ‘It’s been running about, looking like Ellie and tricking us all.’
‘What?’ said Viola. ‘But why … why would the Enemy look like Ellie? Wait … are the Inquisitors right? Is Ellie … is she the Enemy’s Vessel?’
Anna’s lips twitched. ‘Yes.’
Viola’s eyes bulged and she clapped her hands to her mouth. Molworth sank to his knees.
‘But the Vessel isn’t evil, only the Enemy is,’ said Anna fiercely. ‘And Ellie’s been doing everything she can to fight it. To beat it. She isn’t dangerous. Only now the Enemy’s somehow made a body of its own that looks like her.’
‘But …’ Viola swallowed. ‘Does that mean …?’
‘No, Ellie’s alive,’ said Anna, and Molworth yelped in relief.
‘I … I can’t believe she was the Vessel. All this time,’ said Viola, slumping against a workbench. Molworth looked like he might be sick.
‘Hey, listen to me!’ Anna yelled. ‘Do you trust me?’
They both gave stiff nods.
‘Ellie isn’t dangerous, all right? She’s the best, smartest person you’ll ever know. But that thing is dangerous, and it’s been building something for weeks now. With our help.’
‘So wait,’ said Viola. ‘All that weird stuff we’ve been collecting for Ellie … We’ve actually been helping the Enemy build something?’
Anna nodded slowly. Molworth walked in tight circles, clutching his hair.
‘I don’t understand,’ said Viola. ‘We were with her –’ she winced – ‘with it for weeks and weeks. Why didn’t it just slit our throats while we slept?’
‘Because it needed us. It couldn’t go out and get the things itself, not looking like Ellie – everyone here wants to kill her.’
‘We need to go down into the sewers,’ said Viola, kneeling to tighten her shoelaces. ‘We have to find whatever it’s building and destroy it.’
Molworth punched his fist into his palm. ‘Yes! I’m ready – let’s go!’
‘Not you, you’re too young,’ said Anna.
‘I’m only a year younger than you!’ said Molworth. ‘And ten years older in mental age. I’ll carry the harpoon gun. Wait, what’s that sound? It’s that bell again!’
Anna stared at the rafters, feeling the tolling of the great bell of the Inquisitorial Keep vibrate in the floorboards beneath her feet.
‘What does it mean?’ said Viola.
Anna chewed her lip. ‘I think it means that the Queen’s army has arrived. The battle’s about to begin.’
‘But … the machine!’ Molworth spluttered. ‘Ellie’s machine was supposed to stop the battle!’
‘The Enemy’s machine,’ Anna corrected him, a chill in her heart. ‘And knowing the Enemy, it’s going to make this war much worse. Let’s go.’
She grabbed a satchel from a workbench, stuffing it with spare smoke bombs and flash-bangs and anything else her hands landed on. They raced into empty streets now hazy with drizzle. Anna spotted frightened faces pressed against windows, wincing at every toll of the bell. She led Molworth and Viola down a beer-smelling alleyway, avoiding the main streets as best she could. Twice they had to hide in the shadows as patrols of city guardsmen marched by, directed by a single Inquisitor.
‘Come on!’ Anna waved her hand once the street was clear and they clattered onwards, through the shadow of the shattered Clocktower of St Angelos, where Hestermeyer had died years before. Where Castion had slain the Enemy.
Finally, the Great Docks appeared beneath them, where the City had once met the ocean, and the whale lords had ruled like kings; where hundreds of ships had come and gone each hour, vanishing to the horizon then returning to cries of glee, decks sagging beneath the weight of fish and sharks and whales. Now the ocean was gone, leaving a vast expanse of ruined streets caked in mud. Most of the buildings had been pulled apart centuries before, so their rooftops didn’t pierce the hulls of the ships floating above, leaving just a cobbled plain of mossy rubble strewn with the bones of sea creatures and the mouldering husks of whaling ships.
In the distance, painted silver-green by the moonlight, was the immense form of the Lancaster Wall. It had been designed by Ellie’s mother to protect the Great Docks against storms and tidal waves, with tall sections that could open to let ships in and out of the City. Without the ocean, it now looked like the impregnable wall of a castle.
‘Look,’ said Viola, pointing beyond it. There, through the darkness, Anna saw hundreds of distant torches, their orange glow dimly outlining a horde of miniature metal-clad figures tramping up towards the City.
Shrill whistles pierced the air from the streets above. Anna turned and saw men with swords, spears and flimsy leather shields, being shepherded by Inquisitors down towards the docks.
‘Hide!’ said Anna, pulling Molworth and Viola inside the old courthouse that had once been Castion’s base of operations. They peered over a rotting window frame, watching as columns of young men and boys were driven into the street bordering the docks, then organized into long ranks. They shivered in the night-time cold, glancing around nervously. Anna chewed her fingernails. She recognized so many of them – young sailors and fishermen, apprentice butchers and blacksmiths. She spotted a boy who had left the orphanage only the year before.
Anna craned her neck, peering through the dim light. Newly built wooden staircases led down into the muddy expanse that had once been flooded by the sea, and yet more staircases led up the other side of the docks to the Lancaster Wall itself.
‘They’re going to use the wall to defend the City,’ Viola whispered.
The distinctive clomp of Inquisitor boots thudded across the cobbles outside the window, and Anna grabbed Molworth and Viola, pulling them down out of sight as the massive form of Inquisitor Hargrath stepped into the moonlight. He looked out at the ranks of frightened boys now stumbling down the staircases to assemble on the cobbled plain below. Anna reckoned there were about two thousand of them.
‘This sad rabble is not an army,’ Hargrath rumbled to the Inquisitor standing behind him. ‘They are going to get slaughtered.’
‘Killian,’ said a voice like a jagged piece of glass, ‘it’s not like you to be worried. Do you not have faith in my battle plan?’
The High Inquisitor stalked out from the shadows, his legs jerking like a bird’s. Four more Inquisitors marched behind him.
‘We should be down there,’ said Hargrath. ‘The Inquisition should be standing with this army.’
The High Inquisitor raised an eyebrow. ‘You want us to stand with this army, Killian? This “rabble” who are about to be “slaughtered”? The people need us to protect them from the Enemy. We’re no good to them dead.’
Hargrath clenched his jaw. ‘So we’re going to protect the people … with the people. So that we, the Inquisition, can continue to protect the people.’
The High Inquisitor gave a low chuckle. ‘Did something happen to you out on that cursed island, Killian? You never used to be this philosophical.’ His voice dropped. ‘This is not a fitting battle for a great hero such as yourself. Not like your glorious stand against the Enemy in the Clocktower of Saint Angelos.’
‘That was not glorious,’ Hargrath growled. He was possibly the largest man Anna had ever met – a full head taller than the High Inquisitor. But when he growled, the High Inquisitor just smiled.
‘Your concern for the people is admirable but misplaced. They may not be able warriors, but they have the Lancaster Wall to defend them. Every other entrance to the City has been sealed off. The Queen’s army must breach the wall, or climb it, while our men attack them from above.’
‘What if the Enemy is with this army?’ said Hargrath.
‘It can’t be. You told me Eleanor Lancaster died on Shipwreck Island.’
‘But there’s a new Vessel now – Loren Alexander.’
‘That’s impossible, Killian. If Lancaster died, that means the Enemy has been banished to the spirit realm. It will be ten years or more before it can return, so this Loren can’t be its Vessel already. It’s much more likely that the Queen simply accused him of being the Vessel to justify attacking the City. A clever ploy.’
‘If the Enemy is gone, why don’t you tell the people? They’d be a lot less frightened if they knew it has no part in this war.’
‘And less willing to lay down their lives, too. Convincing people to fight other people is difficult. Convincing them to fight the Enemy is easy. That’s the wonderful thing about the Enemy, Killian. You can use it to justify almost anything. The Enemy is what keeps us powerful: without it, the Inquisition is nothing.’
Hargrath chewed his lip. ‘James thinks it’s the other way round.’
‘Castion?’ The High Inquisitor’s laugh was like sandpaper. ‘He’s a broken fool.’
‘You know, when I arrived, Shipwreck Island seemed a nice place,’ Hargrath mumbled, as if he were recalling a dream. ‘But it wasn’t by the time I left. By the time they thought the Enemy was among them.’
‘My friend, we can resume this debate once the battle is won. Now we must focus. If the Queen’s army does manage to get past the Lancaster Wall, the fighting will break into the streets.’
‘And if our men are beaten?’
The High Inquisitor shrugged. ‘The City has plenty more. We will throw every body we have at them. We will drain the life out of their army until there is nothing left.’
‘These men are insane,’ Viola whispered. ‘They’re happy to let everyone in the City die to keep themselves in power?’
‘And what if there’s nothing left of our own people by then?’ said Hargrath.
The High Inquisitor placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Old friend, as long as the Inquisition endures, so shall the City. Ah, here come more brave defenders now.’
There were hurried footsteps from along the street, but Anna couldn’t look without the Inquisitors spotting her. She heard a new distinctive step: a whine of metal.
‘What are you doing, Vanahaugh!’ Castion’s booming voice rang out across the Great Docks. ‘Fifteen, you said. Fifteen years old!’
The High Inquisitor turned. ‘I’ve brought the age down further, James. More soldiers are needed.’
Castion stormed into view, lips pale with rage. ‘I notice there are no aristocrats in your army. You’d rather let children fight than rich old men?’
‘Rich old men?’ The High Inquisitor’s smile broadened. ‘Are you volunteering, James?’
‘Killian,’ Castion said, his voice hoarse, ‘you have to stop this. They’re just boys, Killian. Some are orphans.’
The word froze Anna’s heart. ‘Did he say … orphans?’ Viola whispered.
‘Enough!’ The High Inquisitor clicked his fingers and three Inquisitors sprang forward. ‘Escort the once-great Lord Castion back to Saint Jayelle’s Square. He will soon have wounded boys to tend to.’
‘Killian!’ Castion roared, as the Inquisitors hauled him back up the street. ‘Do something!’
But Hargrath stood motionless as Castion was dragged away, his expression unreadable. More Inquisitors marched by, leading a shuffling rabble of men down the wooden steps to join the rest of the army below.
No, not men, Anna saw, as she risked a glance out of the window. Boys. Shivering, sniffling boys, some even younger than she was. Anna scanned their faces in horror.
‘No,’ she moaned, as she recognized one face: a boy with a smudge of yellow paint on one lip.
Ibnet.
Anna stood up, and Viola wrenched her back down.
‘They’ll see you,’ she whispered. Anna heaved against her, tears flooding her face.
‘I have to save him,’ she said. ‘I have to save them all.’
The High Inquisitor’s eyes flicked briefly towards them and Viola wrapped her arms round Anna and wrestled her to the ground.
‘We’re no use to them if we’re in prison,’ she growled.
Anna saw the High Inquisitor’s bone-white hair pass by as the Inquisitors moved on. ‘I’ll kill him,’ she muttered, struggling against Viola’s grip. ‘I’ll –’
‘Shh,’ said Molworth, clamping his hand over Anna’s mouth. ‘Listen, I have a plan. I’m going to go and talk to the Queen. I’ll use the sewers to travel under the wall, and get to Her unnoticed. I’ll explain what’s happening, and She’ll halt her attack. She would never let children get hurt.’
‘Don’t be stupid, Molworth,’ said Viola. ‘It’s too dangerous.’
‘Let me go,’ Anna snarled, her voice muffled by Molworth’s hand. Her whole body was shaking with fury so hot it hurt her chest.
‘It’s not dangerous,’ said Molworth firmly, his eyes a little wet. ‘The Queen is gracious and good. The Queen protects. She must just be … confused, that’s all. Maybe She thinks everyone in the City is as evil as the Inquisitors.’ He nodded decisively. ‘I’ll tell Her the truth.’
‘Molworth,’ said Viola. ‘She isn’t the person you think she is. Why can’t you see that?’
Anna thrashed in Viola’s grip. ‘You’re not going. I’m not risking you, too!’
Viola watched Molworth a long while, then sighed. ‘Maybe we should let him try. We have to, don’t we, if it might stop people getting hurt? Besides, Molworth can look after himself.’
Molworth drew himself up to his full four-feet-four-inch height. ‘I can.’
Anna fell still, a hard lump in her throat. ‘Tell the Queen she can’t do this. Please … I can’t –’ She broke off, picturing Ibnet’s frightened little face.
‘If I let you go, you promise not to race straight into trouble?’ said Viola, and Anna nodded, then wriggled from her grip. ‘Molworth,’ said Viola, ‘if you see the Enemy, or if the Queen tries to hurt you, then you run away as fast as you can, all right?’
She hugged him so tightly his cheeks turned red, and then Anna hugged him too.
‘Take this,’ said Anna, handing him the whale-oil lighter from her satchel, her voice trembling. ‘There’s an entrance to the sewers at the end of that alley over there,’ she said, pointing. ‘Come straight back when you’re done – we’ll meet you at the top of Saint Zisner’s Street, okay? By that horse statue you think looks like Seth. And be careful.’
‘I will,’ said Molworth, wiping tears from his cheeks. He poked his head up to check the path was clear, then slipped out of the courthouse and into the haze, vanishing from sight.
Anna and Viola crept out too, and peered down at the dismal collection of men and boys on the expanse below. She saw Ibnet, now clutching a shield and spear that were absurdly large for him, looking about in confusion. Anna wanted to cry out his name. To run down and steal him away from danger as fast as she could.
‘No,’ said Viola, putting a hand on hers. ‘We’ll find another way.’
Anna stared at the Lancaster Wall. Surely it would be strong enough to keep them all safe – Ibnet and Dimitri and the rest. Maybe Molworth could convince the Queen to turn her army round.
‘Maybe everything will be okay,’ she whispered, taking Viola’s hand and squeezing it tight. ‘Except …’
Except the Enemy. It had been building something – fixing something in time for this battle.
‘What do you think the Enemy’s machine is going to do?’ Anna said.
Viola was silent for a moment. ‘I don’t know.’
‘I know!’
Anna spun round, feeling her heart leap and her stomach twist both at once.
A girl was sitting on a rooftop above, smiling down at them.
A girl who looked just like Ellie.




Molworth the Mole
Kate stared up at the dark rooftops of the City, a shiver of worry tickling her spine.
She’d climbed a tower with Anitha and five of her Sentinels to get a better view of the sea-damaged streets ahead of them. She didn’t like what she saw. Without its ships, Kate had assumed the City would be defenceless, but now she realized that the City was its own defence: a fortress of sheer walls and narrow streets in which her army would be forced to spread out, like a mighty river broken into tiny streams.
The southern side was so steep as to be unscalable, so Kate had commanded her soldiers to the east. Here, the ground was more level, and her army would have easily been able to storm the City if it weren’t for a huge wall blocking their way, a hundred feet tall and almost as wide as the City itself.







‘This wasn’t on any of the maps,’ Kate said irritably. But it didn’t look like it had been constructed recently, either; the stone was mossy and marked by a tideline from before the ocean parted. Kate wondered if it had been built to protect the City from the sea. Now it was protecting the City from her.
‘My Queen,’ said Anitha, ‘with that wall, this battle will become a siege. And sieges are always costly for the attacking army.’
Kate set her jaw. ‘Only when there is a defending army. The City has no proper warriors. My army will scale this wall, and the people of the City shall witness the true might of my soldiers, and then surrender.’ She peered over the edge of the tower rooftop, admiring her army beneath: ranks of disciplined soldiers, their armour glittering like fish scales in the moonlight. A thousand Wardens, and five hundred more volunteers from Shipwreck Island. Kate felt a warm flush of reassurance, calming the jitters in her stomach.
‘It’s time.’ She smiled. ‘It’s finally time for the evil of the City to end.’
There was a scuffle and a rattle of chains, and Kate spun round as the sixth Sentinel returned, flinging Seth down at her feet.
‘Be careful with him,’ Kate snapped. ‘He’s keeping us all alive.’
She helped Seth off the ground, and he glowered at her. She noticed that the patterns on his skin weren’t swirling as frantically as they normally did. They were calmer, moving in unison like a shoal of fish. ‘We’re here,’ she told him. ‘Soon, the City will be mine, the Inquisition will be no more, and you won’t have to keep the seas parted any longer.’
‘And people will be dead,’ Seth said bitterly.
Kate shook her head. ‘I doubt it. I have an army of trained, armoured soldiers. They have an undisciplined mob.’
The seventh Sentinel returned next, flinging another prisoner down on his knees. ‘No need to be careful with him,’ Kate said sourly, glaring at the gaunt face of Altimus Ashenholme. He blinked up at the City.
‘How does it feel to be home?’ she asked him. ‘After all these years?’
‘You don’t have enough soldiers,’ he said. ‘If you are to capture the City and destroy the Inquisition –’
‘You’re not here to advise me,’ said Kate. ‘You’re here to witness my triumph.’
‘What do you know of military tactics?’ Ashenholme spat. ‘I have studied the historical texts. I can –’
‘Gag him,’ Kate said, and a Sentinel tore off a strip of their cloak, shoving it into Ashenholme’s mouth and tying it tightly at the back of his head.
‘What about you?’ Kate asked Seth. ‘Any wise words?’
Seth glowered at her. ‘If your army goes in there, hundreds of people on both sides will die.’
‘So you think I should just turn round? March my army back home and allow the Inquisition to continue their reign of terror? They cannot be allowed to rule this City any longer. Sooner or later, they will seek to control Shipwreck Island too. I must strike first, for the safety of my people. For the safety of everyone.’
‘You’re just doing this so you can have all the power for yourself.’
‘Of course,’ said Kate. ‘Only I can be trusted with power. I’ve seen what evil men do with it.’ She glared at her father. ‘I won’t stand idly by while the Inquisition ruins lives.’ She looked back at Seth. ‘I don’t understand why you’re so angry with me. I’m going to liberate the City. You should be celebrating.’
‘People are about to murder each other!’ Seth snarled.
‘Oh, you’re so tedious,’ Kate spat, turning her back on him and folding her arms. ‘I don’t know why I –’
‘Um, excuse me, Y-Your Divinity?’
There was a clatter of armour, and Kate turned to find a small boy kneeling before her. He had a pale, round face, huge, watery eyes and five spears pointed straight at him.
‘Molworth?’ Kate said, waving the Sentinels back. ‘How did you get here?’
‘Run, Molworth!’ Seth said quickly. ‘Get out of here as fast as you can!’
‘Hello, Seth,’ said Molworth, with a nervous smile. He tried to look up at Kate, but struggled to meet her eye. ‘Y-Your Divinity,’ he continued, his voice jumping up and down an octave. ‘Your Glorious Divinity,’ he said, more clearly this time. ‘Benevolent Protector and Beloved Queen of Shipwreck Island.’
‘Molworth, it’s okay,’ said Kate. ‘You don’t need to be so formal. It’s me, it’s Kate. We’re friends.’
Molworth shivered, like he’d been struck by lightning. Kate couldn’t tell if he was overcome by fear or joy. ‘We’re safe here, Molworth,’ she said softly.
‘Actually, Your Divinity,’ said Molworth, ‘you’re not safe at all.’
‘Is that a threat, boy?’ said Anitha, as the Sentinels raised their spears again.
‘What?’ Molworth scrunched up his nose. ‘No, it’s just the truth.’ He seemed to find it easier to speak now he wasn’t looking at Kate. ‘I’ve brought – what do you call it?’ He frowned, then snapped his fingers. ‘Intelligence! Yeah, that’s it. I’ve brought you so much intelligence.’
‘About what?’ Kate asked, and Molworth quivered at the sound of her voice. He looked at Ashenholme, then at Anitha, who was fixing him with a fierce scowl.
He turned to Seth instead. ‘I think it’ll be easier if I look at you, Seth, if you don’t mind.’
‘Molworth,’ said Seth, shaking his head pleadingly, ‘you’ve got to get out of here.’
‘No, I think I can help.’ Molworth forced a smile. ‘You see, I’ve been living in the City for a few weeks now. Hidden, like one of those small sneaky animals that burrows its way through tunnels underground. What do you call them? Ah yes: squirrels. And I’ve seen how well prepared the City is for this attack. They have these things called rifles that can kill a person from far away.’ He pointed to the huge wall. ‘Men are going to stand on top of the Lancaster Wall and fire their rifles down at your army as it approaches.’
‘Lancaster? Ellie built that wall?’
Molworth shook his head. ‘Her mum did. And, even if your army gets past it, the Inquisitors are going to sacrifice all these poor innocent men to slow your soldiers down.’ Molworth sniffed. ‘The Inquisition isn’t like you, Your Divinity. They don’t care about protecting their people. They don’t care who gets killed, so long as they win.’
Kate turned this over in her mind. Then she smiled. ‘Thank you, Molworth,’ she said, feeling a rush of affection for his grubby little face. ‘This information will help us plan the attack.’
Molworth’s eyes bulged, and he looked directly at her for the first time. ‘What? No! What I mean is, you can’t attack.’
‘Don’t worry – once the people of the City see me and my army, they won’t follow the Inquisition’s orders any more.’
Molworth glanced around at Anitha and the Sentinels, wiping sweat from his forehead. ‘No, you don’t understand. Even if you do win the battle, it will cost so many lives. Lots of the people in the City’s army are just nice sailors, like we have on Shipwreck Island. They even have boys fighting – boys my age!’
Kate blinked. ‘You must be mistaken.’
‘I’m not! I’ve seen them. You … You can’t do this – it’s not like you. You’re the Queen. You protect.’
‘Molworth, to protect, it is sometimes necessary to attack.’
He frowned. ‘No, that doesn’t make any sense.’
‘You dare question your Queen?’ Anitha snapped.
Molworth looked up at Kate. ‘But you … you’re good. You can’t let this happen.’
Kate knelt so their eyes were level. ‘Molworth, you need to go somewhere safe, before the battle starts. Can you promise you’ll do that for me?’
He winced. ‘Let’s all go somewhere safe.’
‘Molworth, the City is evil.’ She pointed at Ashenholme. ‘My father came from there. If I don’t attack it, it will attack us.’
‘But … Ellie is from the City,’ Molworth said, his voice breaking. ‘And I’ve made new friends there, and they’re good people. There’s this girl called Anna, and she can fit an entire apple in her mouth.’
A flutter of impatience tickled Kate’s chest. ‘Molworth, trust me. The only people who will get hurt are the ones who deserve it.’
Molworth swallowed. ‘Nobody deserves to get hurt.’
Kate straightened up, and noticed Seth glaring at her with his piercing, fathomless eyes. She turned back to Molworth. ‘You have done your Queen a great service, loyal subject. You are dismissed.’
Molworth looked down at his feet. He took a long, pained breath. ‘Please don’t do this, Your Divinity. Please, please don’t.’
‘That will be all, loyal subject,’ she said, and Molworth whimpered, a tear rolling down his cheek.
‘Can … can I take Seth with me, at least?’
‘Seth is performing a vital duty,’ said Kate, trying to control her rising frustration. ‘That. Will. Be. All.’
Molworth’s lip wobbled. He gave a small, stiff bow. ‘Well … it was, um, it was nice to see you all,’ he said, dabbing at his cheek with his sleeve. ‘Maybe not the seven of you,’ he told the Sentinels. ‘Or you, scary man,’ he told Ashenholme. ‘Bye, Seth – I’ve … I’ve missed you.’ He strained to speak through his tears. ‘And I know Viola misses you a lot too.’ He turned to Kate, tried to look at her, but looked at his feet instead. ‘P-please be safe, Your Divinity.’ He forced a tearful smile. ‘Please be safe.’
He stumbled away down the stairs, muttering ‘please be safe’ under his breath, over and over again.
Kate rubbed at the shiver of worry prickling her neck, then noticed Seth glaring at her. ‘What is it, Seth?’ she snapped.
Seth didn’t blink. ‘You say you’re doing all this for your people. You say the City’s going to love you too, and welcome you with open arms.’ He bared his teeth. ‘But nobody loves you as much as Molworth does. And even he can see what a monster you really are.’



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Twenty-three
Altimus has vanished.
Apparently, the master of the university went to visit him yesterday morning to find his study completely stripped bare. His house has been similarly emptied, and one of Lord Fergus’s smaller whaling ships is missing from the docks.
Today I was summoned before High Inquisitor Vanahaugh himself, at the architectural horror that is the Inquisitorial Keep. It seems he wanted to congratulate me on the recent completion of the Revolving Sea Wall (which has been called the Lancaster Wall, despite my resistance – I think James may have had a hand in that). It quickly became obvious, though, that he was much more interested in questioning me about Altimus.
‘I don’t know where he’s gone,’ I said, trying to smile pleasantly. Vanahaugh is a uniquely unnerving man. Despite being very old, his eyes burn with an intense and curious vitality and, when he looks at you, it feels as if he is unravelling your every secret.
‘That seems … unlikely,’ he said. ‘Given how close you were. You were his protégée.’
‘He’s extremely private.’
‘You went on several expeditions together in recent years, though, did you not? Out to sea?’
I nodded, wondering how the High Inquisitor knew this, then realizing what a foolish question that was. It was his job to know everything.
‘I … yes, we did.’
‘What was the purpose of these expeditions?’
I sighed. Altimus had been very clear about the importance of secrecy, but it didn’t seem worth risking the Inquisition’s displeasure for a man who’d abandoned me without a note of explanation. ‘He believes there is a vast, ancient machine, whose components lie deep underground. Below the ocean.’
‘I see,’ Vanahaugh said, licking his lips. ‘Do you also believe this?’
I shifted my weight from foot to foot. ‘Well, sir, my gauge detected powerful vibrations at several points. The strongest were directly beneath the City itself, and at a location a few days’ sailing south.’
Vanahaugh stared at me silently.
‘I have the points plotted on a map.’ I cleared my throat. ‘If you’d like to see?’
‘Perhaps later. And what does Ashenholme think this machine does?’
‘Well … he thinks it has the power to destroy the Enemy. Forever.’ Even as I said the words, they sounded ridiculous.
Vanahaugh straightened up. ‘Is that so? Then I confess I’m a little baffled. Why wouldn’t he – or you – tell the Inquisition about these suspicions? We would gladly have lent our resources to such a cause.’
I tugged at my shirtsleeves. ‘Altimus doesn’t trust the Inquisition, sir.’
‘I see. And how do you feel about the Inquisition, Ms Lancaster?’
‘I …’ I swallowed, then stifled a small gasp as I noticed Killian standing in the shadows in the corner of the room. I don’t know how I could have missed someone so massive. He was looking at me with just a dead, blank look, and not a hint of recognition. I glanced back at Vanahaugh and forced a smile. ‘The Inquisition protects the people of the City.’
Vanahaugh smiled too. ‘Very good. Now, I have quizzed you long enough when I am supposed to be congratulating you.’
He clicked his fingers, and a servant boy rushed over with two glasses of plum wine. He raised his glass. ‘To your continuing work –’ he paused, swirling the wine in his glass – ‘and the Enemy’s destruction.’
‘To the Enemy’s destruction,’ I said, draining my glass in one gulp.




A Demonstration
‘Ellie!’ Viola whispered, darting forward. Anna held an arm out to stop her.
The girl was sitting cross-legged on the sunken roof of a storehouse. She smiled warmly at them, resting her chin on one fist, her eyes small and puffy from exhaustion. Anna’s whole body betrayed her – blood rushing to her ears, skin prickling. Every part of her wanted to ignore the nagging thoughts in her brain and just accept that this really was Ellie.
Anna took a step towards her. ‘What was the last thing my mum said to me?’
Ellie stared at her, blinking pleasantly.
‘She always was pretty forgetful,’ said Viola.
‘Ellie would never forget that,’ Anna growled, pointing an accusing finger at the rooftop. ‘You’re the Enemy.’
The girl put her hands to her chest in mock affront, then rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. Yes. I am,’ she said and Anna edged closer to Viola, who was tensed up ready for a fight.
The Enemy’s smile broadened, and Anna noticed it was now missing two teeth. Anna grabbed a loose cobblestone and hurled it. The Enemy didn’t even duck, and the stone glanced right off its forehead, leaving a bright red scratch.
‘Ow,’ said the Enemy, in a hollow voice, touching its fingers to its head. ‘You know, that’s going to leave a scar. You’ve just scarred your best friend for life.’
‘That’s not Ellie’s body!’ Anna yelled. ‘It’s a copy. Seth told me.’
The Enemy shrugged. ‘Well, I’m going to kill the real Ellie soon, anyway, so it’s not important. Say, Anna, I’m surprised you’ve come all the way down here – shouldn’t you be protecting the orphans?’ It scratched its head. ‘I did threaten to kill them all, didn’t I?’
Anna felt a surge of panic and turned on her heel, ready to race back to Orphanage Street, but the Enemy just laughed. ‘Oh, calm down, Anna, you dim-witted child. I haven’t done anything. I’m here, after all, aren’t I? But then …’ The Enemy peered down at the City’s army. ‘Oh, look, so are some of the orphans! Isn’t that dear little Ibnet? He looks adorable with that spear!’
‘Shut up,’ said Anna. ‘Just shut up before I rip off your –’
‘No, I’m not going to shut up. I thought we could talk, actually.’
‘Talk? You tried to kill me earlier!’
The Enemy’s eyes bulged. ‘Um, no – you tried to kill me. I was just protecting myself. Though I will kill you eventually.’ It looked back at the lines of frightened men and boys assembled on the muddy plain below. ‘Gosh, they’re so young, aren’t they? Seems a shame that they’re going to die. Ibnet’s only nine, ten?’
Anna hurled another cobblestone, but this time the Enemy rolled aside, giggling.
‘Wouldn’t it be funny if I had killed the other orphans already, while you were down here throwing rocks at me? You’d feel like a real idiot. It’s difficult, isn’t it, Anna? Not being able to be in several places at once.’ Its smile dropped. ‘Not being able to protect everyone.’
A whistle blew, and the City’s army began to march towards the Lancaster Wall. Ibnet was frozen in place, until an Inquisitor slapped the back of his head, ordering him forward.
‘You know,’ said the Enemy, ‘there are endless stretches of tunnel beneath the City.’ It pointed to the muddy expanse between the docks and the Lancaster Wall. ‘Even down there, just below the ground.’ It stroked its chin. ‘If I were the Queen, I’d probably send spies to place bombs in those tunnels. And then, when the City’s army was right on top of them … Well, you get the idea.’
Anna looked at Ibnet and Dimitri and the others stumbling across the expanse. She looked back at the Enemy, a crawling fear squirming through her insides. ‘What have you done?’
The Enemy grinned. ‘I guess Ibnet will know what it feels like soon. To be in several places at once.’
It rolled out of view, dodging another cobblestone. Anna turned and raced towards the wooden stairs down to the rubble-strewn plain.
‘No, Anna,’ Viola whispered, chasing after her. ‘You can’t.’
‘I don’t care – didn’t you hear it?’ Anna landed heavily on the cobbles, nearly tripping over the skeleton of a dolphin half buried in the mud. ‘STOP!’ she bellowed, and faces turned towards her. Ibnet’s eyes lit up with hope. ‘Don’t go out there!’ Anna cried. ‘You’re walking into a trap!’
‘GIRL!’ roared an Inquisitor, storming in her direction, red-faced and furious. ‘Get away from here, or I’ll have you –’
Anna fished a smoke bomb from her satchel and threw it at his feet, swallowing him up in a hissing cloud. She raced past him, hurrying towards Ibnet.
‘Anna, get out of here, you’ll get arrested!’ came a frightened shout, and Anna spotted Dimitri standing close to Ibnet.
‘Everyone, listen to me!’ Anna cried. ‘You’re not safe. The Enemy’s put bombs right underneath us!’
At the word Enemy, fear rippled through the ranks. Men and boys turned to look at each other.
‘Get that girl!’ an Inquisitor barked. ‘Somebody restrain her!’
‘Why are you just standing there?’ Viola roared, pointing back towards the staircases. ‘Get moving or you’re all going to die!’
Anna looked pleadingly at Dimitri. She pointed to Ibnet. ‘Protect him!’ she cried. ‘Don’t let him get hurt!’
She heard heavy footsteps sloshing through the mud, and darted sideways just as an Inquisitor’s gloved hands grabbed at her. Her foot caught in a gap in the cobbles underneath, and she tripped right into a second Inquisitor, who wrenched her arm behind her back.
‘No, Anna!’ Ibnet cried, dropping his shield and spear.
Anna snarled, kicking at the Inquisitor’s leg, while Viola clambered on to his back, arms round his neck. The other Inquisitor pulled her off, flinging her down into the mud, and both she and Anna were pushed flat to the ground.
Anna tried to ease her head up out of the gloopy muck. Panic had spread through the army like a herd of sheep spooked by a fox, and the soldiers were racing back towards the City, Inquisitors chasing them, blowing shrill whistles and roaring in outrage. Anna spotted Dimitri carrying Ibnet in his arms, and grinned even as she coughed up muddy water.
‘You’re going to rot in a cell for this childish prank,’ the Inquisitor hissed, grabbing a hunk of Anna’s hair and hauling her to her feet. ‘You dare use the Enemy’s name like that to sow fear?’
Anna winced as he yanked her hair again. ‘It’s a trick I learned from you lot,’ she said.
Above, she could see silhouettes rushing up the rickety staircases, back towards street level, away from the Enemy’s trap. She hung her head in relief.
‘What’s that noise?’ Viola said, thrashing from side to side in the grip of the other Inquisitor.
Anna listened, and noticed an odd, wet slithering sound, which seemed to wriggle beneath her skin. The Inquisitor’s hold slackened, and Anna tried to peer through the gloom. A shred of dawn sunlight touched the Lancaster Wall.
‘Wait … what are those?’
Crawling across the wall were strange black vines, glittering like metal in the new sunlight, worming from the muddy ground and threading through cracks in the stone. They moved like the tentacles of an octopus, as if guided by a single mind.
The Inquisitor dropped Anna roughly, gawping at the wall. ‘Did you know about this?’ he asked the other Inquisitor, as if this might all be part of a plan he wasn’t in on. The other Inquisitor shook his head, flinging Viola back into the mud. Up on the street behind them, the retreating army slowed, pointing at the wall as it was choked by the strange black roots.
‘Viola,’ Anna whispered, taking Viola’s hand, ‘we need to get back to the –’
There was a deafening crack and an eruption of light, as if reality itself had split open. Viola pulled Anna behind an overturned rowing boat, and they covered their ears as something landed heavily nearby with a crunch of splintering stone. Anna risked a glance towards the wall, but her vision was bleached by the light, and she saw only a grey haze.
The rumbling quietened, and she heard dogs barking frantically, flocks of seagulls shrieking from the rooftops. Anna breathed in a cloud of grit, coughing and coughing until Viola smacked her hard on the back.
‘Thanks,’ she wheezed, peering at the Lancaster Wall, which was shrouded in a thick veil of dust. An upright boulder was sitting just a few feet away from them, the two Inquisitors staring at it quizzically. Around them, a thousand more massive shards of stone newly littered the expanse. It took Anna a moment to realize where they’d all come from.
‘Let’s go,’ Viola whispered, nodding towards the Inquisitors. ‘They’re distracted – we can get away.’
Anna pointed a trembling hand to where the dust was clearing.
The Lancaster Wall was gone.
Anna swallowed. Through the haze, she could see torches – pinpricks of fire in the morning gloom. ‘The Queen’s army … they can just walk right in now,’ she said. She looked up at the men and boys on the rickety staircases and on the street above. Their eyes were alight with terror.
Viola tugged Anna’s hand and led her back towards the City. They ducked behind a shattered, moss-covered shipwreck, and Viola peered through the rotting slats to make sure the Inquisitors weren’t following.
‘You did it,’ she said, breathing heavily. ‘If you hadn’t spooked the sailors like that, they’d have all been crushed by those lumps of stone when the wall exploded.’
‘But it’s not enough,’ Anna groaned, staring through the fading dust at the swarm of fiery torches.
‘Well, that went perfectly, don’t you think?’
The Enemy was huddled ten feet across from them, resting against the statue of an angel. It beamed, its cheeks bright red.
Anna launched herself forward, but the Enemy danced away, much too fast for any human. ‘What was that?’ Anna hissed. ‘What did you do?’
The Enemy grinned brightly. ‘That, dear friend, was the machine you’ve been helping me to fix. That was a taste of what it’s capable of now that it’s mended. It will need more power before I can use it again, but fortunately that will soon be in plentiful supply.’
‘Why did you make up that lie about the bombs?’ Anna snarled. ‘I got the army out of the way of the wall. You just saved them all.’
The Enemy shrugged, taking another quick step back as Anna and Viola advanced on it. ‘No, I just delayed their inevitable deaths. I need them to suffer first, you see. I need everyone to suffer first.’
‘Why?’
The Enemy put its hands deep into Ellie’s coat, swaying dreamily from side to side. ‘Oh, you’ll see, old friend. You’ll see.’ Its smile grew so broad Anna could see the pink of its gums. ‘I hope you’re ready, Anna. Maybe I’ll leave you until last, just so you can know how it really feels to fail everybody that you love.’
Anna roared and threw herself at the Enemy. The Enemy’s smile twisted into a snarl and it pulled its hands from its pockets, hurling three flash-bangs at Anna’s face. She turned her head aside and clamped her eyelids shut just in time as they exploded. When she opened them again, her vision swam with dancing motes of light.
‘It’s okay,’ said Viola, gripping her shoulder. ‘It’s gone.’
Anna rubbed her eyes. ‘Did you see where it went?’
‘It must have gone down into the tunnels,’ Viola said, helping Anna up a wooden staircase at the far end of the docks.
The City’s army was being corralled by raging, red-eyed Inquisitors. Anna winced as she saw one yelling right in Dimitri’s face. She searched around, but couldn’t see Ibnet anywhere. She slumped against a railing, sinking to her knees.
‘What are we going to do?’ Viola said, her voice hoarse. ‘How are we going to stop this?’
Anna looked hopelessly towards the ruins of the Lancaster Wall. The Queen’s army was advancing through the dust. Ranks and ranks of silver-armoured soldiers that stretched back into the slimy streets. Behind them, the grey horizon flickered in the weak early-morning sun.
‘Wait.’ Anna rubbed her eyes to clear the last shimmering stars from her vision.
Further back, behind the Queen’s army, a strange figure was hobbling through the mud. Anna rooted around in her satchel, pulling out a telescope. She shoved it to her eye, her heart thudding in her ears.
A girl was limping between the ruins, wearing an expression of grim determination, an expression that Anna knew very well. She realized with utter certainty that this was her – the real her. She took Viola’s hand, and squeezed it hard
‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Ellie is coming.’




Experiments with Metal
Ellie stared in confusion at the dust and rubble where her mother’s wall had been moments before.
She was almost certain she’d spotted the same black metal tendrils that had imprisoned her in the spirit realm crawling over its surface before it exploded. She knew what this meant: the Enemy had used the Eternity Engine to destroy the Lancaster Wall.
Ranks of Kate’s silver-plated soldiers were already spilling through the breach into the Great Docks. At the head of the army marched seven figures in black armour and purple cloaks. Ellie felt her stomach twist as she noticed a tall girl among them, her hair fashioned into horns that swept behind her ears, her skin a swirl of white and purple make-up. A silver crown sat on her head.
In her mind, Ellie saw them racing hand in hand through the streets of Shipwreck Island, heads full of dreams – the same dreams of a glorious future that they were going to make. She saw them flinging tiny bolts at each other in the workshop. She saw Kate chasing her across the grey surface of the Ark, sword raised overhead.
Ellie felt the cobblestones wobble slightly beneath her feet. She heard a soft slithering noise that made the hairs on her neck stand on end.
She pushed down the painful memories of Kate. When she did, the slithering fell silent, and the cobblestones stopped trembling. Ellie frowned and knelt down in the alley. She thought of Kate again, the two of them playing in the workshop, laughing to the point of tears. The pain flared once more, and she heard that same slithering beneath her. A cobble rattled against her knee. She buried the feelings again, and the pain ebbed away, and so did the slithering.
In the distance, Kate and the Seven vanished into the thick cloud of smoke. Ellie crept down the alley and into a long, broad street where twelve carriages waited in a row, glittering with gold leaf, their wheels encrusted with grey mud.
Kate’s handmaidens stood in a tight huddle by the front carriage, wringing their hands and staring nervously after their Queen. Ellie scanned the carriages. Only two were guarded, a Warden standing alert by each one.
Two Wardens, Ellie thought. Two trained, armoured soldiers. She patted her empty trouser pockets, feeling powerless without her coat, her inventions; not a single smoke bomb or flash-bang.
She stared up at the City as she devised a plan, then noticed a faint discomfort in her chest that had nothing to do with her memories. She focused on the pain; it was like trying to hear voices through a wall. Her skin twitched with tiny, sharp prickles as she heard – no, felt – quiet shouts of panic. They were coming from the City.
Closing her eyes, Ellie saw a crowd of men and boys racing across a muddy expanse, yelling in panic as armoured warriors marched after them. Their feelings crackled inside her, a thousand tiny fires of fear. Ellie swallowed as she realized what was happening. The Eternity Engine felt their suffering. So she did too.
Then Ellie noticed a new pain, closer by, that seemed to be coming from inside one of the carriages. An anger that swirled and hissed like a raging sea.
‘Seth,’ she whispered.
She crept back into the alleyway, searching around for inspiration – some way of distracting the Wardens or drawing them away from the carriages – but finding only the empty shells of buildings. She broke into a run, checking left and right. She’d stopped using her cane some time ago. Not because her leg had stopped hurting. She’d just become very good at ignoring pain.
Something caught Ellie’s eye, and she stepped inside a dingy room that smelled of fish. In one corner was a large, rusted copper boiler, in the other a battered old forge. An overturned iron table pocked with rust-ringed holes sat in the middle.
The tiniest flicker of warm familiarity traced a path round Ellie’s heart, then cooled to nothing. This had once been a blacksmith’s workshop. Instinctively, her hands went to her pockets for her screwdriver, before she remembered that she’d lost her coat.
Ellie stared at the beaten-up boiler and was struck with an idea. She recalled Hestermeyer’s words:
If you are bound to the Enemy, and the Enemy is able to control this Engine, then you are also able to control the Engine.
Ellie clenched her jaw and fists, steeling herself for what she was about to do.
Then, she forced herself to feel her bad memories. It was like trying to hold her head under water – every shred of her body cried out against it – but she held the memories in her thoughts, even as they almost blinded her mind’s eye.
They were somehow more frightening now. She and Kate were racing through the street hand in hand again, only the street was cold, and Kate’s grip was limp, as if she wanted to slip free. Had she not liked Ellie even then? Had she always planned to betray her?
She thought of Seth, limp and icy cold as he lay on the floor of Kate’s chamber. She saw Anna, standing heartbroken as Ellie climbed into her underwater boat as they parted for the final time.
Ellie moaned as the pain seared through her. Clamping her eyes shut, she dug her fingers into her hair, trying to stop the memories consuming her. But they were bitter, as if they’d turned rotten by being ignored. Anna’s face was puffy from tears. She whispered:
Please don’t leave me.
‘No, she didn’t say that,’ said Ellie uncertainly, but somehow she could see it now with perfect clarity, hear Anna’s words crisp in her mind, tinged with sadness and anger. ‘No, she wasn’t angry,’ Ellie insisted.
She heard the creaking of stone and the slithering grew so loud that she knew they were in the room with her. Looking down, she saw tiny metal roots sprouting from the cracks in the floor, not quite liquid, not quite solid. Ellie counted twelve of them wriggling towards her, though as she watched, three of them wound together into one thicker darker root.
For a moment, Ellie feared they would attack her. She imagined one curling up her leg, her body, then contracting round her neck, trying to choke her. As she thought this, the thicker tendril curled quickly up her calf, then her waist. Icy-cold metal tightened round her throat.
Closing her eyes again, she imagined the tendril unravelling and falling back to the ground. She gasped in relief as it slapped back against the stone with a dull ring of metal.
Ellie felt a tiny thrill of excitement. For the first time in many weeks, she didn’t feel so powerless. She pictured the tendrils moving towards the boiler in the corner. There was a scrape of metal, and they sprang towards it, squeezing through tiny holes in its surface. The tendrils began pulling the boiler apart in a frenzied mess, like Molworth unpeeling an orange. Then, Ellie imagined them piecing the strips of copper back together in a new shape.
But the tendrils remained on the floor, limply draped across the ruins of the boiler.
Ellie sighed, figuring that the Eternity Engine needed more power. She filled her mind with memories again. Kate chased her across the surface of the Ark, hissing and stabbing her sword at Ellie without hesitation.
You were the most important thing to me, Ellie said to her.
Well, you were nothing to me, Kate said back.
‘No, that’s not what happened!’ Ellie said, but she could no longer be sure. She buried the memories again as the tendrils twitched, then curled round the strips of metal, raising them in the air. She took a deep breath, her chest still raw and sore, and the tendrils bent and reshaped the metal according to her wishes, fusing pieces together like clay. She moulded the crude strips into cogs and screws, and when she needed more metal she tore the iron table apart with her bare hands.
Ellie shook her head sharply. ‘No,’ she told herself. She had imagined herself tearing the metal apart with her hands, but it was the tendrils that had actually done it.
Next, they gobbled up the iron like hungry snakes, their bodies swelling lumpily. Then they spat the metal out again in wispy threads, spinning large, glittering webs until the room resembled the lair of a mechanical spider. The tendrils wrapped each web back together again, packaging them into tight little balls that were loaded inside the device taking shape on the workshop floor. As the tendrils busily twitched, Ellie’s own hands twitched too, feeling cold metal against the tips of her fingers, even though she wasn’t touching anything.
Her heart pounded in her head, only it sounded to her like the relentless clanking of a piston, or a hundred pistons, or a million. She was gradually aware of an immense presence deep beneath her feet expanding outwards in all directions. For a moment, she couldn’t remember if she was this monstrous, clanking machine, or the tiny girl standing above it.
Ellie breathed in deeply as she tried to force her mind back inside her body, feeling beads of cold sweat drip down her cheeks. She reached out for her new invention, the tendrils falling away from their finished work. She ran her hand over its smooth surface.
It was whale-like in shape, with a bulbous head and a mouth from which the nets were fired, a thinner tail where the trigger was. She hefted the net-cannon in her arms, feeling its comforting weight, then wrinkled her nose as she saw that her fingernails had a new metallic sheen to them, and that she could taste copper on her tongue.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ she told herself, as she darted back along the alleyway, pausing at the corner, watching the carriages and the two Wardens. Fear settled on her shoulders, but she brushed it away like dust. She ran out into the street.
‘HEY!’ a Warden yelled, lowering his spear. Ellie pointed the net-cannon and pulled the trigger.
A tight ball flew from the end, expanding in a wide net that scooped up the Warden and dashed him against the carriage door. He collapsed, thrashing inside a web of metal wire, and Ellie felt his pain and frustration fizzle in her chest.
The second Warden came charging forward and Ellie fired, only the soldier ducked and the net sailed over her head towards the handmaidens, who shrieked and fled inside their carriage. As Ellie stepped towards Seth’s carriage, she could sense the whirling fury of his anger: a roaring, crackling heat. Ellie winced, hoping he would feel better once he saw she’d come to rescue him.
The second Warden advanced warily towards her. Ellie fired again, and the Warden darted quickly to one side, but not fast enough. The net scraped her armour, wrapping tightly round both her leg and a mangled railing that jutted from the ground, welding the two together.
Ellie ran to the door of the unguarded carriage, wincing in annoyance to find it locked. She was about to let her bad memories back into her mind when she considered the pain of the Warden, and of Seth in the carriage. She wondered if their suffering was also fuelling the Eternity Engine.
She closed her eyes and imagined a tendril slithering up from between the cobblestones, worming its way into the keyhole, and turning the lock.
CLICK.
Ellie grinned as the tendril wriggled back into the ground.
‘STOP!’ cried the Warden. ‘You mustn’t let him out – he’s dangerous!’
‘Yeah, I know,’ she said.
She pictured seeing Seth’s face again, hoping to feel some excitement, but felt only a quiet flutter in her chest. She opened the door and found Altimus Ashenholme glaring back at her.
‘You?’ said Ellie.
Ashenholme rose to his full height, eyes brimming with rage. His hatred burned like a furnace, and Ellie realized his misunderstanding.
‘I’m not the Enemy!’ she cried, but Ashenholme ran at her anyway. Ellie lifted the net-cannon and fired, and he was thrown back against the wall.
‘Sorry!’ Ellie yelled, running to the next carriage along. She called up another tendril to unlock the door, wondering why she couldn’t feel any anger or fear from the other side. What if Seth wasn’t in there?
She opened the door, and was met by a pair of large, wintry-blue eyes looking back at her in delight.
‘Ellie!’ he cried, smiling as she pulled him out of the carriage.
‘You’re okay!’ Seth gripped her hand.
‘Come on. We need to –’
Ellie gasped as the net-cannon was knocked from her hand by a razor-sharp spear tip. She tumbled forward from the force of the blow, rolling across the muddy street. She glanced up; the Warden had disentangled her leg and was swinging her spear round for another thrust.
‘NO!’
Seth threw himself between Ellie and the Warden, grabbing the haft of the spear in both hands. Ellie struggled to rise but the wind had been knocked out of her, her lips straining for breaths that wouldn’t come. Seth and the Warden tugged the spear jerkily back and forth. As Ellie watched, the Warden reached for the sword at her side.
Ellie closed her eyes and focused hard. The tendrils sprang up from gaps in the cobblestones, tangling the Warden’s boot, then tripping her into the mud. She tried to stand, and the tendrils encircled both her arms at a single thought from Ellie. The Warden cried out in fear.
‘Ellie?’ said Seth, looking from the Warden back to her. ‘What’s … Are you doing that? Ellie, are you okay?’
‘I’m fine.’
‘Ellie, what’s the matter?’ said Seth, dropping down next to her.
‘I said I’m fine,’ Ellie snapped, then realized that even though she was telling her body to speak, it wasn’t responding.
She’d left her old body behind again. Her new body was metal and massive, rattling and churning. She felt the Warden whimpering in the tendrils’ grip, so frail and so small, and Ellie knew that if she were to squeeze even a fraction more tightly, the Warden would break. The soldier’s fear soaked into Ellie, and she felt the endless assembly of cogs and pistons that made up her body quicken in response, whirring faster as they drank up the Warden’s suffering. She felt the cries of panic from the City; she could see them as brief bursts of light, like stars being born then dying in the same instant. She was dimly aware of someone shaking her by the shoulders, but then, she didn’t have shoulders, did she? She was vast and complex, bursting with new energy as she fed on the suffering of the City. New tendrils were born from her iron skin, wriggling up towards the air like earthworms drawn to the patter of rain. They spread across the landscape, but slithered through into the other world too, that cracked grey expanse where the gods had once thrived, beyond the thin veil between worlds. The tendrils gnawed and sucked at what little life remained in that place, and she heard a new cry of pain, a keening, birdlike wail. She saw tall black trees with black leaves, an empty sky, and a crater in the earth, where something massive was bound against its will –
‘Ellie, wake up! Ellie!’
She felt fingers digging into her arms, shaking her. She felt a forehead pressed to hers, a hand squeezing her wrist. She felt warm breath on her ear as a boy whispered her name again and again. The drumbeat of pistons died away, and Ellie noticed her own hurried heartbeat. She opened her eyes, and saw Seth leaning over her, face awash with panic.
He slumped in relief. ‘I thought you were dying; you were making this odd clicking sound, and your body kept jerking like you’d been hit by lightning.’
Ellie saw the first Warden still thrashing in his metal net. The other was gone, and so were the tendrils. ‘Where … where did she go?’ Ellie said fearfully. ‘They didn’t …? She isn’t …?’
‘She ran away,’ said Seth. ‘I would have done the same if I was her. Ellie, what’s going on?’
‘I … I can control the Eternity Engine,’ she said, easing herself upright and rubbing the back of her head. ‘Actually, for a moment there, I thought I was the Eternity Engine.’
Seth blinked. ‘That’s –’ His lips closed and he stared at the ground in worry.
‘Wait,’ said Ellie, trying to remember what she’d seen, and felt. It was like trying to recall a dream. ‘I saw a forest in the spirit realm, a forest of black trees, and –’
She gasped in realization.
‘What?’ said Seth.
‘It’s still alive!’ said Ellie, leaping to her feet.
‘What’s still alive?’
‘The only god with the power to destroy the Enemy,’ she said, and a shiver of excitement rushed through her. ‘The God of Life.’




The City’s Welcome
The City did not look so threatening now that a huge chunk had been torn out of it.
Kate climbed a tall shard of stone – a leftover of the Lancaster Wall – for a better view. She wondered how the wall had been destroyed. She shivered in fear: could it have been the Enemy? She shook her head. ‘No,’ she told herself, straightening her shoulders. The most obvious explanation was that someone inside the City wanted rid of the Inquisition as much as she did, and had opened up the path so her army could march right in. The thought gave her hope: the City wanted her to save it.
With a satisfying rhythmic stomp of boots, her army advanced through the breach and into the City. Ahead of them was another wall, though much less impressive, with a street running along the top. From studying maps of the City, Kate knew this had once been the Great Docks. Now it was in uproar, a rabble of people flapping about like startled seagulls. Tall men in long black coats barged through the crowd, cutting through the confusion with sharp whistle blows, grabbing men by their collars and forcing them into ranks, shoving crude shields and sharpened sticks of wood into their hands.
‘That’s their army?’ said Kate. Many of them were still fleeing up the ramshackle wooden staircases that led from the muddy exparse up to the street. Others were trying frantically to dismantle the staircases with hammers and saws, fearfully watching Kate’s approaching soldiers. But her army had nearly caught up with them.
Kate grinned triumphantly, looking from her own glittering army to the mayhem above. The City’s defenders had as much discipline as the Saturday-night crowd at the Vile Oak. They were certain to surrender to her rather than fight.
Kate peered through her telescope for a closer look and spotted a freckled boy with skinny arms and grazed knees. He was clutching his shield and spear, staring in terror. She moved the telescope along the lines. Molworth hadn’t been exaggerating. Half the army was made up of boys.
Kate swallowed. ‘Why … why would they let children fight for them?’
She watched one boy comfort another, gripping him by the shoulder and whispering in his ear. A cold chill snaked up her spine. If the Inquisition didn’t surrender, these boys would be killed. The Inquisitors themselves were now retreating further into the City, abandoning the boys to their fate.
Kate’s hand trembled round the telescope. She had to do something – she couldn’t let these children fight her. She leapt down from the rock and hurried across the floor of the docks, the Seven Sentinels striding close behind. She scrambled up the side of a shipwreck, making sure her crown was properly positioned. She threw back her head.
‘PEOPLE OF THE CITY!’ she roared, using her deep, queenly voice. She saw eyes turn towards her and felt a glow of satisfaction. ‘I am the Queen of Shipwreck Island, and soon the Queen of the City, and all humankind. You are my people too, and I have no wish to harm any of you. It is the Inquisition I’ve come for. They are evil men, and for too long they have used fear to rule over you. But I promise, when this is over, the Inquisition will be gone, and you will have a benevolent, kind ruler. I shall heal the wrongs they have done to you. So please, lay down your weapons, denounce your evil rulers, and accept my offer of a brighter future.’
She fell silent, looking up hopefully at the frightened assembly of men and boys. They watched her, blank-faced and silent. A light rain began to fall, pattering off the armour of her soldiers, soaking into her hair. Kate counted the silence in her own heartbeats, and her hope slowly dwindled.
‘Please!’ she called, letting her voice return to normal, hoping this might appeal to them more than a God-Queen. ‘You don’t have to fight. A battle won’t help anyone.’
She saw furtive glances: boys looking nervously at the Inquisitors standing high in the City behind them, then gripping their weapons, their brows set.
‘They’re too afraid of the Inquisition,’ she whispered. ‘They’d rather die than disobey them.’
Her eyes fell on one man who stood on a distant balcony, watching Kate’s army as if an invasion were an everyday occurrence. He was an extremely old Inquisitor, with a cold, piercing glare that reminded her too much of her father, and a smug, satisfied smile that reminded her too much of Loren. He met Kate’s eye with a calm sense of authority, his smile unwavering. Kate swore to herself that she would have him locked in a prison by the end of the day.
She opened her mouth, trying to think up a new way to convince the City’s army to surrender. Then there was a shout, and a frightened cry. Kate braced herself for an attack.
Only the City’s army wasn’t attacking, it was collapsing. Men and boys turned on their heels and ran into the streets above. Soon they were all fleeing, and Kate saw some of the Inquisitors chasing after them, yelling furiously. Within seconds, all sign of the army was gone.
Kate’s heart leapt; she felt almost giddy with relief. ‘The army is retreating,’ she said, her shoulders relaxing. She felt Anitha’s gaze and straightened up again. ‘Loyal subjects, see how they flee from our might! Now we march to the doors of the Inquisition itself!’ She pointed to the spiky grey fortress at the City’s peak, which she knew to be their headquarters. ‘FORWARD!’
The army pressed on, splitting up into several columns to climb the wooden staircases. Kate strode after them, hand on the pommel of her sword. The drizzle had turned to fat drops of rain, smearing the queenly make-up adorning her arms, and she grimaced at the streams of purple dripping off her skin – she wouldn’t make so inspiring a figure covered in patches of washed-out colour.
At street level, the army split again into groups small enough to spread out through the City’s narrow lanes. Kate followed the central group, signalling for four Sentinels to join the other divisions, keeping three by her side. She admired the glitter of the raindrops on the spear tips as her soldiers marched up a steep street lined with tall, ramshackle houses. She saw no movements within, and the only sounds were the tread of boots, the thump of Kate’s heartbeat, and the constant tolling of a bell far above.
She glanced down deserted alleyways, feeling a prickle of nerves. The streets were winding and gloomy, and she was suddenly uneasy; her once-huge army felt vulnerable now, carved into smaller pieces and scattered across unfamiliar territory. The silence grew deafening in Kate’s ears, and she jumped in fright as a seagull shrieked and swooped low over her head.
Kate ran a hand through her hair; the complex plaits her handmaidens had wound were coming loose in the rain. ‘What’s going on?’ she whispered to nobody. ‘How can an entire army simply vanish?’
Then the tolling of the bell stopped.
Kate glanced about, uncertain, wondering what this could mean. At the front of her group, Anitha blew a whistle, bringing the soldiers to a halt. The whistle was joined by a chorus of others in nearby lanes.
CRACK.
Soldiers ducked, covering their ears as a thunderous bang echoed up and down the street. Kate drew her sword, eyes darting around. ‘What was that?’ said a woman in front of her. Then came another bang, followed by a bark of pain. Kate flinched. She noticed wisps of smoke rising from a faraway rooftop. Tongues of fire licked the sky.
‘They’re setting their own buildings alight,’ she breathed, seeing more smoke billowing from a cragged spire. ‘They’d rather burn the City to the ground than let me have it?’
There was a crunch of slate as an entire rooftop yawned open above them, a shower of sparks flickering in the air. She heard screams, and her breath came in shallow gasps as she started towards the towering blaze, spinning back on herself when a new scream rang out from the other direction. Slowly, a horrible thought laid its icy fingers on her neck.
‘That wasn’t a retreat,’ she whispered. ‘It was a performance. The Inquisitors wanted us to give chase.’
High-pitched roars stabbed the air as doorways crashed open all around them. Men charged from the houses, shields raised, teeth bared. Kate’s soldiers whirled round, ambushed from all directions. The three Sentinels formed a triangle with Kate at its centre, their spears pointed outwards.
She smelled burning hair and boiling ale as a tavern went up in a burst of flame. The men of the City were unskilled but fought with a desperate energy, throwing themselves at Kate’s soldiers like uncaged animals. She looked around in terror, not knowing who to try and help first. A Warden howled as a spear pierced her shoulder through a gap in her armour. Another was dragged to the ground by two men, arms raised to defend himself from the vicious club blows raining down on him. Further up the street, a teenage boy shrieked as a Warden’s sword cut across his bare arm, and Kate’s stomach clenched as a stream of blood ran over his tattoos.
The front wall of the tavern collapsed, and bricks tumbled into the roiling mess of battle. A Warden was knocked to the cobbles, her helmet rolling down the street. Kate rushed to help, but the woman’s eyes were closed. Kate moaned, feeling for the woman’s wrist and sighing in relief as she found a pulse. She glanced up and saw her Sentinels holding their ground against ten burly sailors swinging hammers and clubs. The rain beat down, steaming into clouds where it met the fires. A puddle of make-up pooled at Kate’s feet.
‘Why couldn’t they surrender?’ she cursed. ‘Why did they let it come to this?’
There was a Warden clutching her bloody ear, a man with a cut across his neck. A boy cradling another in his arms. Through the curtain of rainfall, Kate saw the ancient Inquisitor at the top of the street, standing beneath an umbrella held by a servant, smiling serenely as he watched her. Then he turned and walked away, as if he had better things to be getting on with.
‘RETREAT!’ Kate roared. ‘Fall back! Everyone, fall back!’
But nobody could hear her. And, when Kate caught her reflection in a dusty window, she saw only a rain-soaked, frightened girl, her hair hanging down in two matted lengths.
‘This is my fault,’ she told the girl in the window. ‘This is all my fault.’




The God of Life
‘Ellie, where are we going?’ said Seth, as they darted through a dank-smelling tunnel.
‘The spirit realm!’ Ellie cried, holding up her lighter to see the path ahead.
‘But the spirit realm isn’t in the sewers.’
‘No, but we should make sure our bodies are somewhere no one will stumble across them, before we put our minds inside the spirit realm.’
‘We?’ Seth shook his head, slowing his pace. ‘I’m staying here to protect you in case someone does stumble across us. Like the Enemy.’
‘I’ll need your help,’ Ellie explained, tugging him forward. ‘I’m the Enemy’s Vessel. Even if I do find the God of Life, it might not trust me. But it will trust you. You knew each other before the Drowning. And Varu and Leila were best friends.’
‘Okay,’ Seth said warily. ‘Then let me go into the spirit realm, and you can watch over my body.’
Ellie shook her head. ‘I’m the only one who can control the Eternity Engine. I need to free the God of Life from the machine.’
‘But, if we both go into the spirit realm, how do we know we’ll appear in the same place?’
‘That’s –’ Ellie almost dismissed him, then frowned – ‘a good point, actually.’ She slowed to a walk. ‘How do you get into the spirit realm, anyway?’
‘I empty my mind and think of the sound of the ocean.’
‘Well … this time –’ Ellie scratched her chin – ‘instead of thinking of the ocean, try to imagine a dead forest, like a huge garden, only everything’s turned black. And we should probably hold hands too. Maybe, if we’re physically connected, we’ll be connected in the spirit realm too.’
She winced, rubbing at her chest.
‘Are you okay?’ Seth asked.
‘I … I can feel people hurting in the City above. When I sat in that chair, I became connected to the Eternity Engine, and so did the Enemy. I think, since the Engine feeds on pain, I can feel that pain too.’
She ignored the concerned look Seth was giving her, and glanced round the grimy tunnel. ‘Well, this looks as clean as anywhere else,’ she said, sitting cross-legged on the ground, putting down the net-cannon and her lighter. Seth sat next to her, taking her proffered hand in his. His grip was very warm.
‘You’re so cold,’ Seth said, grimacing in concern.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Ellie. ‘Come on.’
‘Wait, how are you supposed to get into the spirit realm? Weren’t you connected to the Eternity Engine before?’
‘Exactly,’ said Ellie. She turned away from Seth, letting go of his hand. It would be harder to feel pain with his comforting presence.
She considered not using her own pain, and drawing on the suffering of the people in the City above instead, like she’d done before. But that felt wrong to her. That was what the Enemy would do.
So instead, Ellie undid the lock on the memories she’d buried deep in her mind. She flinched as they burst out all at once, like rats trapped in a box. Kate was chasing her again, shrieking in fury as she slashed at Ellie with her sword, scoring cuts in Ellie’s coat, slicing Ellie’s skin beneath.
‘That’s not how it happened,’ Ellie whispered, but she couldn’t remember what had actually happened, either.
‘Ellie,’ said Seth, staring at the paving slabs. Three new tendrils were oozing between cracks in the stone, glittering orange in the dim light. She reached out a hand towards them.
‘Ellie, don’t,’ said Seth, grabbing her arm.
‘It’s okay,’ said Ellie. ‘I can control them. We need the God of Life, Seth. The Enemy is going to keep making this war worse and worse. Destroying my mum’s wall was just the beginning. It’s going to use small amounts of suffering to cause even more suffering. And then, once it has enough power for the Eternity Engine, it will recreate the world, like it wanted to do before the Drowning. We have to stop it.’
Seth stared at the tendrils that writhed impatiently before them. ‘I know what it feels like … to control something powerful. You mustn’t forget yourself, or it will consume you.’
Ellie nodded, and Seth let go of her arm. She clutched the tendrils in one hand and gasped; they were as cold as an iron railing in midwinter. Her skin stuck to them.
She breathed deeply, an uncomfortable itch spreading across her scalp as her mind stretched out in all directions. She clung to Seth with her other hand as she felt the cries of panic from the City above, like scratches on the roof of her mind. She saw silver-armoured men and women slick with mud, and pale-faced boys racing up the street away from them.
Ellie cast her mind across the City, and it occurred to her how wonderful this might have felt once, to explore the world untethered, like the dreams she’d had as a child, soaring through the skies on angel wings. But now she felt nothing.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ she told herself. ‘I only have to destroy it.’
She pictured the dead forest she’d seen before. Her skin prickled, and her thoughts became blurry and difficult to grasp, like those floating moments before falling asleep. Ellie opened her eyes and found that the tunnel was gone, and that she and Seth were sitting side by side in a bleak grey landscape.
Seth rose slowly to his feet. ‘It worked,’ he said, inspecting a puddle of silver water collecting in the gaps between rocks. Ellie peered in, seeing a sky filled with stars and many pearly white moons. But when she looked up at the real sky, it was empty.
Behind them were the crumbled, choked ruins she’d seen before. On one horizon, the Enemy’s castle pierced the empty sky, while on the other lay Seth’s ocean, no longer a seething, crashing chaos but a tranquil, watery nebula.
Seth and Ellie walked warily towards the black forest, the trees towering above them. Their trunks were writhing, as if covered with maggots, and, as they got closer, Ellie realized they were coated with the metal tendrils of the Eternity Engine. They stepped between the trees, Ellie clutching Seth close to make sure he didn’t touch the tendrils. Then the ground opened up suddenly before them, and they each flung out an arm to stop the other from falling.
Beneath them was a vast pit. Ellie inched to the edge and peered down into the gloom, gasping as she noticed something massive and still: a creature the size of a whale. For a moment, Ellie thought it was a whale – the largest whale she’d ever seen. Then she noticed its head, and the shape of a wing wrapped round it. It reminded her of a dead sparrow she’d found once in the orphanage garden. She knew from Kate that the God-Bird was supposed to be purple, only it too was covered with black tendrils, and the feathers poking from beneath them had faded to grey.







Ellie and Seth picked their way down the steep side of the pit, the air rank with the smell of metal. Seth rushed towards the huge feathered side of the God-Bird, and stopped short.
‘It’s dead.’
They edged round the bird’s gigantic form, the mass of tendrils glistening like oil. Its talons were curled tight against its body, cords of black metal stretched between the claws. As they passed, a single digit twitched.
‘Did you see that?’ Seth gripped Ellie’s arm. ‘It’s not dead!’
Ellie bit her lip. ‘Unless that was just the tendrils making it move.’
They crept towards its head, which lay on one side, its beak parted and its tongue hanging out. Its eye looked upward at the sky, reflecting the light of moons and stars that weren’t there. There were no tendrils coating its head, and Ellie placed a hand just below its eye, drawing her fingers gently along the eyelid.
Don’t touch me, Abomination!
The bird jerked its head aside, rolling its massive body on to its front with a deafening shriek that echoed from the walls of the pit. It spread its wings, then screeched again as the tendrils wrenched them back into its sides. The bird twisted in all directions, but was locked in place.
Then, the bird began to shrink, its wings changing from grey to pearly white. The pit felt suddenly much larger as the bird transformed into a figure in a white gown, with long dark hair and golden skin, white wings still tangled up in the tendrils.
‘Have you come to torment me?’ she said, glaring at Ellie hatefully. She tried again to spread her wings, only the black tendrils curled tightly round them, dragging the god to her knees.
‘I’m not the Enemy,’ said Ellie.
‘You reek of it,’ hissed the god. ‘I sense it all over you.’
‘I’m its Vessel,’ said Ellie. ‘But … we were separated.’
‘No,’ she spat. ‘You are still one. You, the Enemy –’ she heaved against the tendrils once again – ‘and this cursed machine.’
Ellie felt a chill spread through her. ‘We’re here to free you.’
‘We?’ said the god. Her head swung heavily in Seth’s direction. A tiny smile formed on her lips. ‘Y … you came?’
Seth nodded and stepped forward, and as he got closer, the god’s skin began to glow. ‘It’s been a long time since I last saw you,’ she said.
‘The others,’ said Seth. ‘Is it true? Are they really all gone?’
The god’s smile vanished. ‘The machine dismantles us. Makes us a part of itself. Our brothers and sisters were devoured long ago.’
Seth slumped forward, staring at the ground. Ellie put a hand on his back. After a moment, he shook his head and straightened up.
‘I’m not letting that happen to you too. We’re going to get you out.’
‘You can’t,’ said the god. ‘The Enemy designed this place to ensnare gods, imprison them, and drain their essence. I’ve been trapped here for seven years, since my last Vessel was tricked into connecting with the machine. Now, the Enemy has found a way to connect to it too.’
Ellie felt a surge of guilt. The god tried to reach out a hand towards Seth, but the tendrils dragged her arm down.
‘In this place,’ Seth said, his voice hoarse with emotion, ‘I’ve been able to see my past Vessels. Is … is Leila here with you?’
The god tilted her head to one side, and Ellie saw that her face had changed. It was the face of another girl entirely. Seth smiled, and Ellie saw the recognition glow warm in his eyes.
‘She is,’ said the god.
‘Is … is she okay?’ Seth asked, his voice trembling. ‘Is she in pain too?’
The god looked fondly at Seth. ‘Not now she’s not.’
A tear rolled down Seth’s cheek.
Ellie watched the emotion plain in Seth’s eyes, the joy and the sadness, and realized she couldn’t feel any herself, not even an echo. She stepped forward, raising her voice to try and hide how numb she felt. ‘I can control the Eternity Engine,’ she said. ‘I’m going to free you – we have to stop the Enemy. I think it’s planning to use the Engine to remake the world. That’s what it wanted to do before, isn’t it?’
The god nodded. ‘The Enemy’s desires are simple. It wants more of what it already has. Suffering without end. But the Engine’s powers go beyond reshaping the world. Whenever the Enemy is killed in the mortal realm, it must regain its strength in the spirit realm before returning. But with the Engine, the Enemy will be able to rewrite its own nature, so it can return instantly. The world will never be free of it.’
‘That’s not going to happen,’ said Seth defiantly. ‘Ellie can get you out of here. Then, you can destroy the Enemy.’
The god’s gaze flickered and fell to the ground. It was an oddly uncertain, human gesture. Doubt tickled the back of Ellie’s neck. ‘You can destroy it, can’t you? In Leila’s diary, you said that you could. Destroy it forever.’
The god gave Ellie a sorrowful look. ‘Perhaps once I could. But I’ve been in here too long. The Engine has stolen much of my power. There is only one way I can see now to defeat the Enemy forever.’
‘What?’ said Seth.
‘Destroy this place,’ the god said. ‘The entire spirit realm. This is the source of all of the gods’ powers, the root of our immortality. To be reborn in a new Vessel, the Enemy must first return here to renew its energies. But if there is no spirit realm to return to, the Enemy will wither to nothing.’
‘But …’ Ellie looked from the god back to Seth, who was staring off with a faraway expression. ‘That means you would both …’
‘Not straight away,’ said Seth, turning to the god. ‘I’d still get to live out the rest of my life in this body, wouldn’t I?’
‘Yes. Though you would no longer be able to control the sea. You would just be human.’
Seth shrugged. ‘That doesn’t sound too bad. But how do we destroy the spirit realm?’
The god straightened up as much as the tendrils would allow her. ‘With the Eternity Engine. It has divine power. And once the spirit realm is destroyed, the Engine will stop working.’
‘No!’ said Ellie sharply. ‘I won’t let you give up your lives. There’s another way: I’m still the Enemy’s Vessel. If … if I was to die –’
‘Ellie, no,’ said Seth firmly. ‘We’re not discussing this again.’
‘You’re willing to give up your future to stop the Enemy. Why is this any different?’
‘Because if you die the Enemy will just come back in a few years, and pick a Vessel who’s easier to control! It made a big mistake choosing you, and we have to make it pay for that.’
‘But if I die then the Enemy will be forced to recover in the spirit realm, and you and the others will have time to destroy the Eternity Engine.’
‘The Enemy will still return, Ellie,’ said Seth. ‘This is our chance to get rid of it forever. Besides … nobody should be able to do what I can. It’s too much power for one person.’
Ellie stared at her feet, noticing the great emptiness inside her, the hole where her emotions should have been. There wasn’t much left of her now, anyway; she didn’t think it would be so bad to trade her life for a few more years of peace.
‘Ellie,’ said Seth. She could feel him looking at her intently. ‘No.’
Reluctantly, she met his gaze. ‘If I try to destroy the spirit realm, the Enemy will do anything to stop me.’ She turned to the god. ‘What will happen if both me and the Enemy try to control the Eternity Engine at the same time?’
The god was silent a moment. ‘The Engine is fuelled by emotion. If you both seek to control it, your mastery of emotion will be pitted against the Enemy’s – a god who has spent millennia toying with the emotions of men and women. You will fail.’
Ellie swallowed. She felt the memories buried inside her clawing at the walls of their prison, yearning to escape. She gritted her teeth and pressed them down.
The god stared at Ellie for a long moment. ‘You said you and the Enemy were separated?’
Ellie nodded, and the god closed her eyes, her brow furrowing. ‘I remember now: the Enemy stole my power to create a new body of its own. With that body, it now has a firm presence in the material world. That is how it is controlling the Eternity Engine. If we are to defeat it, its body must be destroyed.’
Ellie clenched her fists, feeling a tiny ember of hope.
‘But, child,’ the god said, watching her mournfully, ‘you are still the Enemy’s Vessel, and the greatest threat to its victory. It will seek to kill you – to tear your soul apart and manifest in its true, terrible form.’
‘But it can’t,’ said Ellie. ‘I haven’t made any more wishes.’
‘That doesn’t matter now. Once the Eternity Engine has enough power – enough suffering – the Enemy will use it to kill you and force its own manifestation. In that form, it will inflict such suffering that the Eternity Engine will have all the power the Enemy needs.’
Ellie nodded, but felt no fear, or sadness, or anything at all. ‘Then we’d better hurry.’
She grabbed hold of a bundle of the tendrils around the god’s wing. At first, they hissed and curled tighter, and one wrapped itself round Ellie’s arm, so tightly she thought her bones would snap. She took a deep breath and let her memories claw their way out.
She saw Castion readying his sword to bring it down against her neck, his face twisted in hatred and disgust. She saw Inquisitors chasing her through narrow streets, and the pale faces of city folk watching as she clung to a splintery door out at sea, hoping she would die.
‘What are you doing?’ the god said, eyes widening in alarm. ‘You are letting your suffering run through you unchecked.’
‘This is how I control the machine,’ Ellie explained.
The god’s expression fractured with sorrow. ‘That’s not control, child.’
The tendrils fell still. They loosened, untangling themselves from the god. She spread her wings high overhead, her eyes wide with awe. She looked at Seth, who held his hand out to hers, their fingers interlocking. Brother and sister. The last gods.
Ellie’s entire vision went white, and all that remained was a golden voice speaking inside her mind.
You must master your suffering, child, or the Enemy will destroy you.
And Seth and Ellie awoke, side by side, in that cold, grey tunnel.




Even the Innocent
‘Let me go!’ Anna cried, wrestling against Viola’s grip as she dragged her up St Zisner’s Street. ‘I have to go back there – I have to get Ibnet! I have to find Ellie!’
The rain had calmed but the fighting had not, and Anna winced as the clap of a rifle echoed again from the rooftops. It sounded like it had come from just one street over. Her nerves were raw, her spine rattling every time she heard a new explosion, a new cry of pain. People were hurting, or worse. When she’d last seen Dimitri, he was fleeing up an alley with a huddle of sailors, a vicious cut on his forehead, chased by soldiers from Shipwreck Island. Ibnet had not been with him.
‘There’s a battle blocking the way, Anna,’ said Viola. ‘It’s too dangerous. And we promised Molworth we’d meet him here.’
Anna’s heart strained as her whole being was pulled in all directions – Ibnet, Ellie, Molworth, Dimitri, the orphans. At any moment, something horrible could happen to any one of them, and she wasn’t there to stop it.
‘Ellie can look after herself,’ said Viola.
‘But Ibnet can’t,’ Anna said, her eyes swimming with tears. ‘He’s just a boy! I have to do something!’ She spotted a fallen spear and hefted it in her arms; only it was much heavier than she’d expected and she staggered. She shot a fierce, defiant look at Viola, and was outraged to find her smiling.
‘What?’ Anna growled. ‘What about this is funny to you?’
Viola grabbed Anna’s shoulders and spun her round.
Rushing out of an alleyway were two boys. One looked sad and distant, the other was flushed with relief as he saw Anna and flung himself towards her. Anna laughed and sobbed at once, clutching Ibnet tightly.
‘Oh,’ said Molworth glumly. ‘So you’re happy to see him.’
‘Shut up,’ said Anna, punching Molworth in the shoulder, then hugging him too. ‘How did you find each other?’
‘Heard him crying in the tunnels, the wimp,’ said Molworth, rubbing his nose with his sleeve.
‘You were crying too!’ said Ibnet. ‘That’s how I found you!’
‘How’d you get into the tunnels?’ Anna asked Ibnet.
‘That sailor you fancy created a distraction by faking a fight with some of his friends. Then, when the Inquisitors came to stop it, I slipped away. He said I was so small nobody would notice I was missing.’
‘I don’t fancy him – shut up,’ said Anna, her cheeks red, deciding she would write Dimitri a whole book of poems for this.
‘How’d it go with the Queen?’ Viola asked, and Molworth’s face fell. She took his hand. ‘Come on, let’s get back to Orphanage Street before the Inquisition drags any more orphans into the fighting.’
Anna looked down the street, towards the battle. Shouts and violent scrapes of metal rumbled through the cobblestones beneath her. Ellie was out there somewhere, she knew it.
‘I … I –’
‘You can’t protect everyone,’ said Viola. ‘Come on.’
Anna tore herself away from the sounds and followed Viola, Molworth and Ibnet. They ran west, through empty streets where frightened faces watched from boarded-up windows. As they climbed higher, Anna glanced back and saw the glittering silver armour of the Queen’s soldiers as they advanced deeper into the City, the tread of their boots sending up clouds of ash.
Anna’s head snapped towards a frightened cry. In the lane ahead, a boy was being dragged from his home by a harassed-looking Inquisitor with bright blonde hair. The boy held out his hand for his mother as she chased after him, his face streaked with tears. He looked younger than Anna.
‘No, you can’t!’ cried the mother, pulling her son back with all her strength.
‘He is needed to fight the army of the Great Enemy,’ said the Inquisitor in a bored drawl. ‘You should be very proud.’
Anna took a step towards them, rolling up her sleeves.
‘Anna, don’t,’ said Viola, as she and Molworth grabbed her by the arms. ‘If you get in the way, they’ll toss you in prison, and then you’re no good to anyone!’
‘I won’t let them throw another boy’s life away,’ Anna growled. She wriggled out of their grip, grabbed a flash-bang from her satchel, and launched it at the Inquisitor’s face. The Inquisitor yelped and staggered backwards with his hands to his eyes, while the boy and his mother blinked in shock. Anna tore forward and grabbed the boy’s arm. ‘Run!’ she yelled. ‘Get as far away as you can and hide.’
The boy gave his mother one last panicked look, then turned and raced up the lane. ‘Lock the door!’ Anna shouted at his mother.
‘You are going to get us killed,’ Molworth grumbled.
‘I can’t just do nothing –’ Anna began as they turned a corner, then choked as a vice-like hand clamped round her throat, raising her off the ground. She found herself staring into the corpse-like eyes of Inquisitor Hargrath.
‘I saw what you did, Stonewall,’ he rumbled. His skin was pale as bone and beaded with sweat. His breath came in struggling wheezes. ‘Interfering with Inquisitorial affairs is punishable by death.’
Viola and Ibnet leapt forward, and Hargrath kicked his foot out, tripping them both to the ground. Molworth beat his fist against Hargrath’s chest, then howled, cradling his hand.
Hargrath’s empty eyes bore into Anna’s. ‘I bet you knew, didn’t you? I bet you knew Lancaster was the Vessel.’ His lip curled. ‘But you never turned her in.’
Anna strained to breathe. ‘I heard what you said. You –’ She coughed. ‘You think … this is all wrong too. But you’re still letting … little boys fight in your place. You’re supposed to protect them.’
Hargrath pulled Anna closer, his eyes tar-black, his brow clenched in hatred. His eyelids flickered. ‘I … I don’t know who I’m supposed to protect any more. The Enemy is everywhere.’
Anna grabbed his hand, prising his fingers away so she could breathe. ‘If the Enemy is everywhere,’ she croaked, ‘then why do you still bother fighting? What are you trying to protect? Yourself?’
Hargrath’s gaze fell away. ‘I gave up on myself a long time ago,’ he said. His grip slackened, and Anna gasped a lungful of air.
‘Then help me protect everyone,’ she said. ‘The City. Shipwreck Island. Stop them all from hurting each other.’
‘I …’ Hargrath stared out across the City, flinching at each new scream or cry for help. He dropped Anna without warning.
‘Get out of my sight,’ Hargrath spat, stepping past them. ‘And hide.’
‘We’re not hiding – we need to get to the orphanage,’ said Anna, scrambling to her feet and rubbing her throat. ‘I need to make sure the orphans are safe.’
‘You won’t find them there,’ Hargrath growled. ‘Everyone is being gathered in Saint Ephram’s Square for their own protection.’
He stormed down the street, and the blond-haired Inquisitor stumbled towards him. ‘Hargrath,’ he said, ‘where are you going?’ He glanced at Anna. ‘Why are you letting them –’
Hargrath put a hand to the man’s face, hurling him against the wall of the house, where he sank to the cobblestones in a daze. Hargrath broke into a run, lurching towards the streets below.
‘Great,’ said Molworth. ‘Now that huge brute is going to slaughter the Queen’s soldiers.’
‘I’m not so sure,’ said Anna, biting her lip. ‘Look – he hasn’t drawn his sword. Come on, let’s get to Saint Ephram’s.’
They ran along the alley and into a wide avenue where a growing trickle of people were fleeing their homes. At the top of the avenue, a grey-robed preacher stood atop a tall wooden platform. A young boy was handing him sheets from an envelope stamped with the eye of the Inquisition.
‘The war goes well, my friends!’ the preacher cried shrilly, casting a nervous look towards the sounds of battle. He cleared his throat, reading the piece of paper. ‘“Our … our stalwart defenders … our brave and noble sons of the City are throwing back the evil wretches of Shipwreck Island, twisted servants of the Great Enemy. It will not be long until our army prevails!”’
‘Liars,’ Anna hissed. ‘The army’s running scared.’
‘Uh …’ The preacher squinted to read the next sheet handed to him. ‘“A special gathering is taking place in Saint Ephram’s Square to celebrate our imminent victory. All are required to attend. I repeat, all must attend except those already committed to battle.”’
The preacher threw the papers back at the boy and leapt off the platform, gathering his robes and racing off up the avenue.
‘Did you hear?’ an old man said cheerfully to Anna, as they continued towards the square. ‘The battle’s almost won.’
‘How can they believe that?’ said Viola. ‘All they have to do is look down the street to see it’s a complete disaster.’
As they followed the crowd up the avenue, Anna felt a heaviness in her chest. Everywhere, men and boys were still being rounded up. She wondered if that was the whole reason for this gathering – not for protection, or celebration, but to flush out those who’d been hiding from the battle.
As they entered St Ephram’s Square, the crowd grew dense, and Anna noticed frightened mothers clutching their children to their chests, bags of clothes swinging on their backs, as if they never planned to return home.
Anna frowned at a group of young aristocrats in expensive velvet waistcoats, grinning and slapping each other on the backs. ‘Why have they not been sent to the fight?’
‘Because they’re rich,’ Viola snorted. ‘I told you, this place needs a Revolution.’
‘Shut up,’ said Molworth, glancing nervously around. ‘Honestly, between your stupid Revolution, and Anna attacking Inquisitors, one of you is definitely going to get me killed. And I’m going to be so angry about it.’
Anna searched the crowd for any sign of the other orphans, struggling to see over heads and shoulders. She pushed forward, one arm round Ibnet’s shoulder and a firm grip on Molworth’s and Viola’s hands. The air smelled of sweat and smoke.
There was a squeal as a girl raced forward and clung tightly to Ibnet, crying in relief.
‘You’re okay,’ Fry managed through her tears. ‘When the Inquisitors came, I thought … I thought …’
But she couldn’t say any more. Matron Stileman appeared with the other orphans gathered round her, a hand on her chest as she saw Ibnet. The matron met Anna’s eyes and she smiled gratefully.
‘What’s going on?’ said Fry, lifting her head from Ibnet’s shoulder. ‘Is the battle really over?’
‘No,’ said Anna.
‘It’s going terribly, actually,’ said Molworth.
Fry’s face paled and she gripped Ibnet more tightly.
‘It is not going terribly,’ said Anna, glaring at Molworth.
‘Shh,’ said a grumpy-looking old man behind them, his face a network of blue veins. ‘The Inquisition speaks.’
He pointed to the Inquisitorial Keep, where, on to the balcony halfway up, High Inquisitor Vanahaugh had emerged, his every step jerky and mechanical, his grin as wide as a skeleton’s.
‘People of the City!’ he cried, his razor-like voice filling the square. ‘The battle is nearly won!’
The crowd cheered, so loudly that the younger orphans clapped their hands to their ears. The High Inquisitor held his arms up, and the cheering grew louder, so that Anna had to cover her ears too.
‘Friends, friends,’ he said, lowering his arms until the crowd was quiet. ‘This has been a trying time for our City. The Enemy has brought war to our doorstep. But, through the sacrifice of our noble sons, commanded by the almighty strength of the Holy Inquisition, the Enemy’s puppet Queen and her sinister agents shall be destroyed. There is nothing to fear any longer: victory is certain.’
‘It’s not,’ Molworth hissed, and Anna elbowed him in the ribs.
‘Though, friends, while the war against Shipwreck Island may be over, the war against the Enemy goes on. But know this, dear citizens of the Last City of Humankind, the Inquisition shall protect you. We shall work tirelessly to hunt down the Enemy, wherever it lurks. You will always be safe beneath our watchful eye.’
The High Inquisitor fell silent, still smiling. Anna wondered how anyone could find his hideous, horse-like grin reassuring, yet everywhere she looked she saw hopeful faces lifted towards him.
Behind the High Inquisitor, a city guardsman stamped his spear, roaring: ‘ALL KNEEL TO THE MOST GLORIOUS ORDER OF THE INQUISITION!’
Heads dipped as rank upon rank of smiling people fell to their knees in a wave that rippled across the square. Anna dropped down too, then looked up to find Viola still standing.
‘What are you doing?’ Anna hissed, grabbing her arm. ‘Now’s not the time for your Revolution.’
Viola grumbled and got down on one knee. It was only then that Anna noticed Fry was standing too, and not fidgeting with her hair like she usually did. Her gaze was fixed straight ahead, and her skin had turned almost grey.
‘Fry?’ said Ibnet, tugging at her sleeve. ‘Fry, what’s wrong?’
‘Lily Fry!’ Matron Stileman barked. ‘On your knees, child!’
Anna shuffled over to check her wrist for a pulse. It was fluttering like a sail in a strong wind. ‘Fry? Fry, can you hear me?’
The little girl’s eyes twitched, as if they were trying to look in Anna’s direction, but were being held against their will.
‘Fry?’ Ibnet moaned, shaking her arm. Tears were spilling down his cheeks. ‘F-Fry?’
Anna glanced around, afraid that the Inquisitors might have noticed her odd behaviour.
Except that Fry wasn’t the only person still standing. Among the ten thousand in the square, a hundred or more were also staring ahead, heads tilted, arms limp.
‘Mum?’ said a boy nearby, tapping his mother’s arm. ‘Mum, what’s the matter?’
A low murmur of confusion spread through the crowd. Anna stroked Fry’s hair. ‘Fry. It’s me, Anna.’
Then Fry’s mouth opened, and Anna felt a rush of relief.
‘Nothing can protect you from me,’ she said.
The voice that tore its way out of Fry was not her own, but like the sound a mountain would make if it could speak. It rang from Fry’s mouth and from every other person standing in the square.
‘I am everywhere,’ it said. ‘And everyone. I am your neighbour. Your friend. Your mother. Your father. Your son. Your daughter. Your Enemy.’
The hundred people spoke as one, in perfect unison, the words rumbling like thunder.
Anna’s veins flooded with ice. ‘FRY!’ she cried.
‘Get away from her,’ yelled the veiny-faced old man. ‘She’s the Vessel!’
‘That doesn’t make sense!’ said Anna. ‘There can only be one Vessel, not a hundred!’
‘Look!’ someone shouted. ‘Up there!’
Heads craned to see. At the very top of the Keep, looking down upon the square, a frail, sickly-looking girl in a torn coat was clinging to the statue of the Enemy.
‘It’s her!’ cried the old man. ‘It’s Eleanor Lancaster! Saints protect us, she’s still alive!’
Anna’s heart leapt, then plummeted as she realized that this wasn’t Ellie at all.
‘By failing to destroy my Vessel,’ said Fry and the hundred others, ‘you have let me grow so strong. Now I have not one Vessel but many. And the longer I persist, the stronger I become.’
‘Fry!’ Anna cried. ‘This doesn’t make sense! The Enemy can’t do stuff like this.’
‘AND IT SHALL CLAIM EVEN THE INNOCENT!’ Fry roared, and the words were screamed out by all the others too.
‘Out of my way,’ said the veiny-faced man. ‘I’ll deal with her.’
‘No you will not,’ said Viola, blocking his path.
‘Anna, look!’ said Molworth, pointing at the ground.
Something was curled round Fry’s bare ankle: a tangle of metal wires sprouting like a weed from a gap in the cobblestones. Anna grabbed at it, then winced in surprise at how hot it was. She reached for the penknife she kept in her boot, and slid it between Fry’s ankle and the strange tentacle of wires. But the tentacle snapped closed round the knife instead, pulling it from Anna’s grip.
Fry gasped, a sound that was pained but entirely human, and Ibnet and Molworth caught her before she fell. When Anna looked again, the wires were wriggling back down into the ground, leaving her knife behind.
‘Fry? Fry, are you okay?’
Fry touched Anna’s face, as if to check she was real. ‘I … I could hear it in my head.’
‘But it’s gone now, isn’t it? You’re all right?’
Fry gave a timid nod, and Anna took a breath of relief.
‘Mum!’ sobbed the little boy nearby. ‘Mum, stop!’
‘AND IT SHALL CLAIM EVEN THE INNOCENT!’ said the boy’s mother, still staring blankly ahead.
‘She’s not your mum any more,’ said another man, trying to pull the boy away. ‘She’s the Enemy’s Vessel now.’
Anna picked up her knife and tried to squeeze through the crowd towards them.
‘Anna!’ said Matron Stileman. ‘Get back here – we need to stick together!’
‘No, I can help them!’ said Anna.
‘AND IT SHALL CLAIM EVEN THE INNOCENT!’
With this final roar, the woman gasped and nearly fell. The boy broke free of the man’s grip and raced towards her, leaping into her arms.
‘Roger? My darling,’ she managed. ‘Wh-what happened?’
Anna was almost knocked to the ground as a man sped past her. The crowd was surging in all directions, trying to get away from the square.
‘Hold still,’ Anna told Viola, climbing up on to her back to get a better look. As far as she could tell, all of the Enemy’s puppets had been released from its control, but the damage was done. People were yelling and shoving each other in panic.
‘We need to go – now,’ said Anna, sliding off Viola’s back. ‘We need to get everyone to the orphanage. The battle isn’t over, and now everyone thinks there’s a hundred Vessels too. Things are going to get really ugly.’
The doors of the Inquisitorial Keep swung open, and forty Inquisitors strode into the crowd, grabbing anyone they could get their hands on, shoving them inside the Keep. The voice of the Enemy still rang in Anna’s mind.
AND IT SHALL CLAIM EVEN THE INNOCENT!
And, for the second time that day, the bell of the Inquisitorial Keep began to toll.




Kate
As a child, Kate had read stories of glorious wars. Tales of brave heroes standing tall in spotless armour, banners fluttering high above them as they led their brave troops into combat. The battle wasn’t won through bloodshed, but through cunning and clever manoeuvring. It was a game – a delicate dance.
Kate rested against a rough wall as screams of pain rang from the rooftops. Up the street, a Warden was bashing at a sailor with the splintered remains of what had once been her spear. The Warden had lost pieces of her armour, her face smeared with mud, her knuckles bloody.
‘He’s beaten!’ Kate cried. ‘Let him go!’
The Warden turned her head, narrowing her eyes at the sight of a frightened girl in a muddy dress. She didn’t recognize her own Queen. In the moment’s distraction, the sailor crawled to his feet and fled limping up the street.
‘STOP!’ Kate roared, pelting towards a street thick with fighting: two mobs of mud-caked opponents angrily crashing their shields together. ‘STOP!’ she roared again, her throat burning from the effort.
But no one was listening.
Kate had lost the Sentinels; they’d become embroiled in the scrimmage. Not that she needed their protection – none of the City’s army seemed to consider her a threat. She staggered along an alley, wincing at the sight of people huddled in doorways, groaning and dabbing at cuts and worse. Kate couldn’t bring herself to look too closely, afraid of what she might see.
‘I did this,’ she whispered. She bowed her head, feeling small and so useless. She noticed she was holding her crown in her left hand – she hadn’t even realized she’d taken it off. She held it out in front of her, studying it. It was a simple silver band, smudged with smoke and dirt. Her fingers trembled as she grasped it. She wanted to hurl it into the mud.
‘Run! RUN!’
She raised her head and saw that the soldiers of the City were fleeing up the street. She frowned, noticing that the Inquisitors that had been standing behind them, blocking their retreat, were all gone.
‘Your … Your Divinity? Is that you?’
Kate snapped her head round to find Anitha, her cape torn and a dent in her helmet. The general clutched her chest in relief as she recognized Kate beneath the layer of dirt and ash.
‘What’s happening?’ said Kate.
‘The Inquisitors have vanished – I don’t know why. Their army is in full retreat.’
‘Kate.’
The sound of that voice turned her stomach. Altimus Ashenholme was walking up the street, ignoring the wounded men and women lying everywhere.
‘How did you escape?’ Kate growled, glaring hatefully at him. Anitha pointed her sword at Ashenholme’s chest.
He glanced about. ‘What’s going on? Why have your troops slowed? The City’s army is retreating; you must press on towards the Inquisitorial Keep.’
‘What if this is just another trick?’ said Kate. ‘They fled once before and I followed them. Now look!’ She gestured to the injured.
‘You must have known people would get hurt. But it doesn’t matter: the suffering of your soldiers is irrelevant. If the Inquisition is destroyed, the Enemy will lose its greatest weapon. No price is too high.’
Kate bristled. ‘I will not pay that price. I brought my army here to protect my people.’
Ashenholme laughed. ‘Don’t you see how ridiculous that is? You made your people march to war … for their own protection?’
Kate looked down, turning her crown over slowly in her hands. ‘No,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘I didn’t do it for my people. I’ve never done anything for my people.’ She let out a long breath. ‘I told myself I did, but … really I did it for me. I did it all for me. I was so afraid of being hurt again. Like you hurt me. Like Loren hurt me. I had to prove how powerful I am, so nobody would ever try and hurt me again. But I’ve only brought more suffering.’ She met her father’s eye. ‘I’m no better than you are.’
‘Kate,’ Ashenholme snapped, ‘your childish feelings are unimportant. Do you think it matters if these fools die? There are always more people. You have the power to end the Inquisition now, and weaken the Enemy forever.’
‘Why do you care so much about destroying the Enemy?’
‘The Enemy took my mother!’ Ashenholme spat, eyes blazing.
‘And you took mine. To try and destroy the Enemy. And in all the things you’ve done, all the prices that other people have paid, the only one who’s benefitted … is the Enemy. I am not going to lead my soldiers to their deaths. I’m going to get them out of here.’
‘No!’ Ashenholme snarled. ‘You will gather your forces and send them towards the Keep.’
Kate rounded on him. ‘I have hurt my people enough. Anitha, marshal everyone you can and pull them back from the fighting,’ she said. Anitha bowed deeply and hurried away.
Ashenholme grabbed Kate’s wrist, dragging her towards him. ‘You are a pathetic child,’ he hissed. ‘The things I could have achieved with your power. The Enemy would have been destroyed decades ago. You are a sentimental, weak-willed simpleton, just like your mother. You are –’
Ashenholme flinched and fell silent, the edge of Kate’s sword pressed to his throat.
Kate’s fingers trembled. The rage inside her glowed so bright it seared her insides. Thoughts crowded her head, screaming at her to end this man who had destroyed her life, who had taken from her the person she loved most.
She stared into his cold, merciless eyes, then dropped her sword to the ground.
‘I am done,’ she whispered. ‘I am done feeling hatred, and fear. Look what good they’ve brought us. Goodbye, Father.’
Kate turned and marched away along the street, not sparing him a second glance. She followed the shouts of her soldiers, hoping that they might listen to her now that the City’s army was retreating.
A door at the far end of the alleyway slammed open, and a squat, red-faced man appeared, clutching a tiny girl by the wrist. Her face was blotchy from crying, her hair in disarray. A toy seal hung from the lace belt of her dress.
Kate paused at the corner of the alleyway, confused as to why two people would come so close to the fighting.
‘What do you think you’re doing?’ the man yelled at the girl, dragging her up the lane. ‘Stop that!’ he cried, as she clung to the doorframe. ‘How dare you run back home when there’s a war on? Did you think I wouldn’t find you? Don’t you know how much trouble you’re in?’
The girl was sobbing so hard she was beyond the ability to speak. She reached for the toy seal at her waist, but couldn’t seem to grip it with her fingers.
The red-faced man lifted her off the cobbles. ‘I saw what happened,’ he said. ‘Everyone saw. Everyone knows what you are. How could you keep this a secret from me? Now come on. You can bring Wilbur if you must,’ he added, pointing at the toy seal.
Again the girl tried to speak through her tears, and failed. She was maybe six or seven.
‘You there!’ came a shout from down the lane. There was a clatter of metal and a Warden raced up to them, his sword pointed at the man’s face. The man put the girl down, holding her as a shield between himself and the Warden.
‘On your knees, City scum,’ the Warden snapped. ‘Kneel in the name of the Queen.’
The red-faced man’s eyes bulged in fear. ‘No, you don’t understand.’ He pushed the girl towards the Warden. ‘This girl was seen in Saint Ephram’s Square. I was about to turn her over to the Inquisitor, but she …’ He looked at the girl with an expression of deepest loathing. ‘She tried to run from me – tried to hide it from me! She’s the Enemy’s Vessel!’
The Warden stared at the girl, putting a hand to his mouth. He took a wary step towards her.
The girl turned back to the red-faced man, tugging at his sleeve. Finally, she overcame her terror enough to speak. ‘Daddy?’ she said. ‘Dad, please?’
The words filled Kate’s chest with ice. Her face contorted in rage. ‘NO!’ she cried, as the Warden lifted his sword over his head.
Kate leapt forward, throwing herself between the girl and the Warden. She heard the red-faced man squeal, and the Warden grunt in surprise. Kate tripped and smacked against the wall, her head glancing off the stone. She was dimly aware of a sharp stinging in her stomach.
She looked down, clutching a hand to her side and feeling hot liquid leak between her fingers. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Oh dear.’
The Warden held his sword in one trembling hand. The tip of the blade was bright red. He stared at Kate in horror, then at the crown dangling from her fingers, which fell and clattered against the cobblestones.
‘Your … Your Divinity,’ he whispered. ‘My Queen.’
The little girl rushed towards Kate, whimpering when she saw the blood trickling from Kate’s side.
‘No!’ said the red-faced man. ‘Chloe, get back here this instant!’
Kate took the sword from the Warden, who stood rooted numbly to the spot. She pointed it at the girl’s father.
‘Run,’ Kate whispered. ‘Run away now, or I will destroy you.’
The man’s lip wobbled.
‘RUN!’ Kate roared, and he yelped and raced off down the lane. Kate’s legs quivered, and she slumped against the door, her vision blurry. The little girl crouched down next to her.
‘I’ll be fine,’ Kate lied, taking the girl’s hand in hers. ‘Your name’s Chloe?’
Chloe nodded, then noticed the grubby crown lying on the cobblestones. ‘Are you really the Queen?’
Kate managed a smile, and squeezed Chloe’s hand. ‘No, I’m not the Queen. My name’s Kate. I’m going to protect you.’




The Reunion
Ellie and Seth darted through the tunnels beneath the City, spraying sludgy silt in their wake.
‘Ellie, where are we going?’ Seth called.
‘To find the Enemy,’ said Ellie. ‘And destroy it.’
She closed her eyes, casting her mind out as she’d done before, to search the world above. ‘You must be out there somewhere,’ Ellie growled, as the City took form in her thoughts, spread out like a map. She noticed a shifting black fog that wound through the streets, and pulled herself towards its centre. She found a girl – a girl who looked just like her – sitting on a rooftop and gazing expressionlessly at the street below.
And as Ellie watched, the girl stiffened, and turned her head.
And stared straight at Ellie.
Ellie staggered, a chill shooting up her spine as she was jolted back into the dank tunnel. ‘I know where it is – this way!’ she yelled, tugging Seth after her.
They clattered up a staircase and into the open air, shielding their eyes against the sudden glare of the sun. The bell of the Inquisitorial Keep rang in Ellie’s eardrums. To the south, a blanket of thick smoke drifted across the rooftops, but she could no longer hear the clashing of swords. She wondered if maybe the battle had stopped, then noticed new sounds from the north: people howling, the slamming of doors and the shattering of windows. She rubbed at the pain in her chest: the suffering of others being drawn into the Eternity Engine. There was a patter of hurried footsteps, and Ellie turned to see a terrified woman racing down towards them, glancing over her shoulder, clutching a young girl who squirmed in her arms.
Ellie slid close to Seth, hiding her face behind her hair so the woman wouldn’t recognize her.
‘What’s happening?’ Seth asked, but the woman pushed past without a word, towards the smoky streets below. He frowned. ‘Why would she be running towards the fighting?’
Ellie bit her lip and rushed up the street, closing her eyes again. She saw the Enemy immediately; it had climbed down from the rooftop and was striding with purpose along an alleyway. Ellie didn’t recognize the alley, but she could feel where it was, somehow, like knowing exactly where her hands were even when blindfolded.
‘It’s this way,’ she said, leading Seth up the lane, clutching the net-cannon, her finger stroking the trigger. There was a panicked cry from the street beyond.
‘THE ENEMY IS EVERYWHERE!’
Ellie winced, wondering what new misery the Enemy had inflicted on the City. Destroy it, she thought, the words repeating endlessly in her mind. Destroy it destroy it destroy it …
Seth was watching her carefully.
‘What?’ she said.
‘You know you just said “destroy it” out loud?’
Ellie clenched her teeth. ‘That’s all that matters.’
A flicker of worry crossed Seth’s face. Ellie knelt down by a market stall that had been trampled flat. She picked up an abandoned green scarf and wrapped it round her head to hide her face. They turned on to a new street where a huddle of men and women were arguing.
‘It’s him, I’m telling you!’ said one man, pointing to a second, clammy-faced man. ‘Arnold Emerson. I saw him in Saint Ephram’s Square with those lifeless eyes. He’s the Vessel.’
‘He wasn’t even in the square,’ a woman shot back. ‘You just hate him, Bernard. You’ve always hated him, ever since we were little.’
Ellie kept close to Seth as they snuck round the group into a busy street where people were fleeing in all directions, like a carnival where the prize bull has escaped. A bottle was hurled through the air, smashing against a wall. People screamed as glass rained down on their heads.
At the top of the street, a tiny preacher had climbed up on to a pile of crates, waggling his hands in the air.
‘Citizens: be vigilant! A hundred Vessels now roam the City. If you see anything suspicious, report it immediately to an Inquisitor. Trust not in your friends, or even in yourself. Trust only in the Inquisition.’
‘A hundred Vessels?’ Ellie muttered. ‘That’s not even possible.’
A huge man was banging on a door. ‘I saw you, Karl. In Saint Ephram’s Square. Come out – make it easy on yourself.’
After a moment, the man nodded to two others who were carrying a chest of drawers between them. They charged at the door, using the chest to break it down. They dragged out another man, still in his dressing gown. ‘I wasn’t in the square!’ he cried, thrashing wildly. ‘Let me go! Let me go!’
Seth took a step towards them, but Ellie grabbed his wrist. ‘No, Seth. We can’t let you get hurt. What if one of them knocks you unconscious? You said it yourself: the seas will probably come crashing back in and destroy everything.’
Seth glared bitterly as the man was dragged away up the street. His eyes landed on an old woman who’d fallen on a front step and was struggling to stand.
‘Seth,’ Ellie said. ‘There’s no time to help everyone. All that matters is destroying the Enemy.’
‘Other things matter, Ellie!’ Seth snapped, running towards the woman. But before he could reach her, a girl appeared. She was tall, with thick black hair and dark brown skin, a big bruise on one cheek and a cut on her neck. She said something to the old woman that Ellie couldn’t hear, helping her to her feet with a reassuring smile.
Viola’s gaze drifted to Seth as he drew near. For a moment, her face was expressionless. Then a tiny, uncertain smile spread across her lips, then broke into a grin. She leapt forward, pulling him into a tight hug.
‘You look terrible,’ she said into Seth’s shoulder.
‘So do you,’ he replied, and squeezed her even tighter.
Viola’s eyes flicked to Ellie, and Ellie pulled the scarf down briefly to show her face. Viola’s smile faltered, and Ellie guessed why.
‘It’s the real me,’ said Ellie.
‘Show me your teeth,’ said Viola.
‘What?’
‘Last time I saw the Enemy, it was missing two teeth.’
Ellie frowned uneasily, then bared her teeth. Viola gasped in relief and pushed Seth aside, seizing Ellie fiercely in her arms.
‘Anna is going to explode when she sees you.’
Ellie felt a tiny flutter in her chest. ‘Wait, you know Anna?’
Viola nodded eagerly. ‘Come on – she’s this way. We’ve been searching for people who’ve been hurt in the fighting. The hospitals are full, so we’ve set up a new one in the orphanage. Oh, here.’ She pulled a flask from her belt and gave it to Seth.
‘I’m not thirsty,’ said Seth, then his eyes narrowed. ‘Wait …’
‘Yeah, it’s seawater, idiot.’ Viola smiled. ‘From the trunk in Ellie’s workshop. Anna thought you might be able to use it.’
Seth took it gratefully, and Viola led them up the street, weaving between the surging crowds. They turned the corner on to a street of overturned market stalls, and huddles of panicking people.
‘The Inquisitors have been rounding up anyone who even looks at them funny,’ said Viola. ‘I saw them drag a grandmother away from her chicken coop. We’re trying to do what we can. It was Molworth’s idea to turn the orphanage into a hospital. He’s –’
But Ellie had stopped listening.
At the top of the street knelt a girl. She wore a big blue jumper, and had a mess of ginger curls and a surly frown, and was winding a bandage round the arm of a young boy. She tied off the ends, patted the boy’s shoulder, then stiffened suddenly, as if she’d heard someone creeping up on her.
She turned her head slowly. She saw Viola, then Seth, and rose slowly to her feet. Ellie gave a strangled gasp. She pulled down the scarf from her face again, and Anna staggered back a step. Her eyes filled with tears. Her cheeks turned bright pink.
Ellie felt the corners of her lips twitch. A hot, sparkling energy poured from her heart, making her whole body shiver. It was a moment before she realized what this feeling was. She had forgotten what joy felt like.
She broke into a run, and Anna bounded down towards her, barging people aside. Ellie could make out Anna’s freckles, see the scrapes on her knees, the rips in the hem of her black skirt. They were just heartbeats away from each other.
Ellie saw movement out of the corner of the eye. She glanced up to see another girl standing on the rooftop above, chin resting on her fist, watching them fondly. A girl who looked just like her.
‘Ellie!’ Seth roared.
She briefly glimpsed a long black coat and a snarling face, then was smashed aside by a force like a runaway cart, thrown roughly to the ground. The net-cannon clattered across the cobblestones and she looked up to see four Inquisitors towering over her.
Ellie snatched up the net-cannon and scrambled to her feet, firing it at the nearest Inquisitor, sending him rolling away in a tangle of metal. Another Inquisitor spluttered as Anna leapt on to his back, wrapping her arms round his neck and pulling tightly. Anna roared and kicked in fury as another Inquisitor strained to prise her off.
‘Anna!’ Ellie cried, as the Inquisitor finally pulled her free. Anna was hurled across the cobblestones, coming to rest on her back, a bloody gash on her forehead. Her eyes were closed.
Three Inquisitors charged at Ellie, and she snarled and pulled the trigger, downing one with a shot from the net-cannon. She heard a rush of footsteps as Seth ran at the other two with his arms outstretched. His skin was a swirl of blue, his eyes wide and furious as a sphere of shimmering water rose from the flask at his belt. He jerked his head and the water flew at one of the Inquisitors, crashing against his face and rushing up his nostrils. The man’s eyes bulged and he fell to his knees, clawing at his throat.
There was a clomp of boots, and two more Inquisitors marched into the street.
‘Ellie, run!’ Seth yelled over his shoulder, as Viola hurried to his side, clutching a sword. The Inquisitors bore down on them with razor-sharp swords and vicious snarls.
Ellie swallowed. She held up her arms, and heard the familiar slither of the tendrils as they curled through the gaps in the cobblestones and rose up round her like seedlings, gathering towards her painful thoughts. Ellie imagined them darting forward, flinging themselves round the Inquisitors’ ankles and wrenching them off their feet.
But the tendrils fell still, then clattered to the ground like rods of scrap iron. Ellie blinked in confusion.
‘No, Ellie,’ whispered a voice by her ear. ‘This is my machine to control, not yours.’
Ellie choked as a rope was pulled tight round her neck. She was tugged backwards and fell hard, dropping the net-cannon. She looked up at her own reflection, though the hair was thinning and three teeth were missing. ‘And I’ll thank you not to waste that precious suffering, if you don’t mind. I’m going to need every drop of it.’
Ellie pawed uselessly at her neck as the Enemy dragged her down a narrow alleyway. She tried to call out for Seth and Viola, but they were standing back to back, fighting off the Inquisitors, and didn’t notice Ellie’s strangled cries.
‘Now come,’ the Enemy said, the words whistling through its missing teeth. ‘I think you’ve been my Vessel for much too long, wouldn’t you agree?’ It smiled at Ellie through lips stained with blood. ‘It’s time we parted ways.’



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Thirty-six
Yesterday I was struck by an idea.
As usual, I didn’t get much sleep that night, the idea spinning noisily in my head. If it works, it will change everything. The only complication is that I’ll need the Inquisition’s help. So this afternoon I went to the High Inquisitor with a proposal.
‘How is the mechanism working for you?’ I asked, as I stood before Vanahaugh in his chambers, high up in the Inquisitorial Keep. I had recently built him a metal frame that encases his body, helping him to walk and stay upright. He gave me a strained smile, his eyes darting to the servants pouring our water. I suppose he didn’t want to draw attention to the device.
‘Ms Lancaster,’ he said, a little sharply, ‘to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?’
‘Well,’ I said, worried that we’d started off on the wrong foot, ‘I have an idea, and I wanted to bring it to you because, um, I’m going to need your assistance.’
Vanahaugh raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? I confess that has got my attention.’
‘So, I’ve been working a lot at the hospital recently, studying certain wasting illnesses, like Fiannighan’s Sickness. And I’ve discovered that, when I mix the blood of patients with these illnesses with certain chemical reagents, there is a different reaction to when I use blood samples from healthy people.’
Vanahaugh nodded. ‘Fascinating. Though I don’t see what this has to do with the Inquisition. I’m sure the university would give you ample funding for such research. Or your wealthy friend Castion, perhaps.’
I nodded, steeling myself for what I was going to say next.
‘It occurred to me that, if this is true of people with certain sicknesses, it might also be true of the Vessel.’
Vanahaugh’s eyes locked on me, his expression blank. He glanced at the servants and they hurried from the chamber. I felt a small shiver travel up my spine.
‘Ms Lancaster, the Enemy is not the common cold. These methods of yours will have no effect on a spiritual affliction.’
I pressed my fingernails into my palms. ‘Forgive me, sir, but I believe it is worth investigating. Imagine – if there was a reliable way of testing a person’s blood to see if they were the Vessel, there’d be so much less strife and guesswork. Most importantly, nobody could be mistakenly accused of being the Vessel.’
My heart was racing, and the words tumbled out of me. ‘We could test everyone in the City three times a year. For seven centuries there’s been suspicion, distrust, even violence when one person accuses another of being the Vessel. This would get rid of all that! Think how much less fear there’d be in the City – why, it could even weaken the Enemy permanently, maybe even destroy it!’
Vanahaugh nodded along, wearing a patient smile, as if I were a small child trying to impress a teacher with a finger-painting. ‘Ms Lancaster, this is indeed an exciting theory, but there’s one major hurdle: you would need the blood of a proven Vessel to develop your test on.’
‘Ah,’ I said, choosing my next words carefully. ‘Well, this is where I need your help. I heard a rumour that among the possessions you confiscated from Claude Hestermeyer’s office … were some vials of his blood.’
Vanahaugh’s eyes focused on mine. ‘You heard a rumour, did you?’
I forced a smile, hoping he wouldn’t ask any follow-up questions. I didn’t want James to get in trouble. ‘It makes sense,’ I said. ‘Claude studied the Enemy for years. When he became the Vessel, he might have had the same idea as I did.’
Vanahaugh turned to look out of the window, deep in thought. My heart swung back and forth like a church bell. ‘This could change everything,’ he said at last, and I saw a flash of excitement in his eyes. ‘I will give you the blood, but on one condition – you must not speak of this to anyone. News of such an experiment would spread quickly, and cause a lot of anticipation. And if the experiment should fail, well … the mood of the people must be carefully managed.’
I nodded eagerly, surprised at how easy this had been. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Not a word.’
‘Good. I’ll send my men to the archives and deliver the blood to your workshop. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of preparation to do.’
I bowed deeply. ‘I’ll get to work right away.’
I’m writing this entry while I wait for some goat’s blood to boil, as a preliminary experiment. My hands are shaking so much with excitement I can barely hold my pen. This will work. It has to work. It will be my greatest invention.
A weapon to defeat the Enemy.




The Orphanage Garden
Kate staggered through the door, propped up by Chloe. A sickly mist clung to the edges of her vision, and there was blood trailing down her arm, pooling inside her fist. She hadn’t realized she was bleeding from her head as well as her side.
‘Where are we?’ she said, her voice slurring. ‘My surgeons. Take me to …’
‘I tried,’ Chloe whimpered, straining to keep her upright. ‘But they weren’t where you said they’d be. But don’t worry – I heard they’re fixing people here.’
Kate nodded vaguely. A corridor with a low ceiling spilled hazily ahead of them. It had a warm, cosy feel, and smelled of soap and cotton blankets.
‘Careful!’ Chloe squeaked, as Kate almost toppled over. Her head swung heavily from side to side as she hobbled along the corridor, and she saw many child-sized beds with fully grown adults lying in them. Some were Wardens from her own army, still clad in their armour. Brusque, determined-looking women in white aprons tended to them, while children hurried about at waist level, ferrying bandages and pots of boiling water.
A boy burst out of one of the rooms, spotted Kate, then clutched both hands to his mouth. He was a small pale boy with large, horror-filled eyes.
‘Molworth?’ she managed to say. She wondered if she was hallucinating.
‘Your … Your Divinity,’ Molworth whispered. A tear fell down his cheek.
‘Molworth,’ Kate mumbled, ‘I’m sorry.’
‘What happened?’ he said, looking at the wound in Kate’s side. His pale face turned somehow even paler.
‘She saved my life!’ said Chloe. ‘Please help her!’
Molworth crouched to get a better look at Kate’s injury, then stifled a whimper.
‘Oh, you’ll be fine, Your Divinity, just fine!’ he said, his voice suddenly so loud and high-pitched that Kate knew he was lying. ‘The Matrons and I have this place running shipshape.’
Molworth reached out, but hesitated, his fingers trembling. He seemed afraid to touch her. ‘I’ll just help you to a bed, um, Your Divinity.’
He led Kate along the corridor, and she managed a lopsided grin. ‘You’re a surgeon now, Molworth?’
‘Oh yes,’ he said, his voice wobbling up and down. ‘Back at the Oak I was always stitching people up after bar fights. I’m a master seamster, you see. I used to win competitions for my sewing: coats, trousers, humans. Sewing and surgery are very similar, you know. I’ve fixed much worse cuts than yours!’ he added shrilly, forcing a laugh. ‘Oh, mind your step!’ he added, as Kate nearly fell over. ‘We’ve had all sorts coming in here – it’s a nice orphanage, isn’t it? I’ve been telling everyone I’m an aristocrat’s son, and that I live in a really big house. It has five toilets.’
Kate got the feeling that Molworth was just saying whatever came to mind, and she was very grateful for it. She felt heavy and sleepy.
‘FRY! IBNET!’ Molworth roared. ‘Find me a spare bed. The Queen needs our attention.’
‘I’m not,’ Kate mumbled, straining to speak. ‘I’m not a queen.’
More children ran past, carrying fresh bedsheets. Several saw Kate and stopped in their tracks, staring at her in mingled fear and wonder.
‘Is that … is that the Queen?’
‘She’s so beautiful.’
‘Is she dying?’
‘Make way!’ Molworth yelled. ‘Out of my way, you handsome devils. Where’s that spare bed, Fry?’
‘Um.’ A girl in a green dress appeared next to them, wincing in apology. ‘There aren’t any, Oscar.’
Molworth sucked his teeth. ‘Then turf someone out of one – nobody’s in as bad a state as She is. I mean, you’ll be fine!’ he added loudly, looking at Kate in horror. ‘You’ll be fine!’ He turned to Fry. ‘Pile some blankets in the games room, then. We have a god here who needs surgical care!’
‘I’m … I’m not a god, Molworth,’ Kate whispered, her words dragging clumsily behind her thoughts. ‘Or a Vessel. I’m a big lie. I’m so sorry, Molworth. You tried to tell me not to attack the City. I should have listened to you. I’m sorry I failed you.’
‘Nonsense,’ Molworth muttered, wrapping a bandage tightly round Kate’s midriff as Chloe and Fry helped her along the corridor. Kate noticed a metal sign on the door at the end of the corridor: GARDEN.
‘I’d like to go out there.’
‘No,’ said Molworth. ‘You need warmth, and someone to stitch you up.’
‘That won’t work,’ said Kate. ‘The sword went too deep. I just want …’ She closed her eyes. In her mind, she saw herself as a child, sitting on her mother’s lap in one of the palace gardens. They were surrounded by huge, vibrant pansies that had looked to Kate like the faces of cheerful, gossiping grandmothers, their leaves large enough for her to wrap herself in when she and her mother played hide-and-seek. ‘Please … I want to see something green.’
‘But …’ He looked at the growing red patch on Kate’s bandage.
‘Please, Molworth.’
He swallowed, then nodded to Fry and a boy sucking on a paintbrush. ‘Fry, Ibnet, help me get Her outside. I’m … I’m not sure you’ll find much green out there, though.’
More children ran into the corridor to see what the commotion was, as Chloe, Molworth and Fry helped Kate towards the garden. Ibnet opened the door, and a cold, biting wind swept in, making Kate shiver.
The garden was a patch of grey earth surrounded by a tall drystone wall, with a scattering of brown weeds and three skinny, leafless apple trees. There was a single varnished bench, the only thing that had been well cared for. Chloe and Molworth helped Kate on to it. She read the brass plaque on the back:
FOR FINN, WHOSE LOVE LIVES WITH US STILL.
‘This is Ellie’s brother’s bench,’ Molworth explained. ‘Anna had it put here. She’s a real laugh – you’ll like her when you … when you meet …’ He fell silent.
Kate tried to stand. ‘No, I shouldn’t. Ellie wouldn’t want me sitting on her brother’s bench. It’s not right.’
‘Don’t worry, miss,’ said Ibnet. ‘Finn was always good at sharing his things.’
Kate nodded and sat back down, staring up at the cold sky. She was dimly aware of the orphan children gathering round her, and of Molworth standing at her side, sobbing quietly into his sleeve. Chloe sat on the bench with her, tucking her legs in and resting her tear-streaked cheek on Kate’s shoulder.
The mist had spread in so far from the edges of Kate’s vision that everything was cloudy now. She leaned her head on Chloe’s. Time drifted by strangely, with a sluggish, dreamlike quality. Her entire body felt light now, distant, like she was only vaguely a part of it any more.
‘I am so sorry for what your father did,’ Kate whispered to Chloe. ‘But … I want you to remember that you did nothing wrong. He is to blame. And there are others in this world who will love you like you deserve.’
Kate’s eyes closed, and she wondered if it was for the last time. She thought of Ellie and felt a surge of regret, wishing that she could see her again and tell her she was sorry. She thought about the family she had often watched through their kitchen window back on Shipwreck Island, and how the mum would read stories to her daughters in funny voices, making them all laugh. She thought of her own mother, and saw them again in the garden in the Ark. Her mother was singing to her softly. Kate smiled. Death did not seem so bad now.
She heard a faint flutter and a creak of branches. She opened her eyes as far as she was able, and could make out the vague outline of something massive above, with two impossibly black eyes that stared right into her.
Kate managed a weak smile. ‘You’re a bit late.’
I was imprisoned, said a voice inside her mind. But I’m here now, and I’ve found you at last. I am sorry you have suffered, brave Kate.
Kate gave a tiny laugh. ‘I was never brave,’ she managed, then her voice broke, and she felt hot tears on her face. ‘I’ve done terrible things, because I was so afraid. I’ve even betrayed people I love.’
Yes, said the voice. But today you were brave enough to accept that. Your time has come. The time to make the world new again.
‘How?’ said Kate. ‘I’m dying.’
The vast creature cocked its head to one side, and Kate realized her vision had cleared slightly. Molworth and Chloe were both staring up at it too.
‘The … the God-Bird,’ Molworth whispered. The other children were gawping in wonder.
‘They can see you?’ said Kate. ‘Then … you’re …’
Yes, Kate. I’m real. Now come. We have much work to do.
‘No!’ said Kate. ‘Go to someone else. I don’t deserve your help. I’ve been a terrible Queen.’
Today you became something far greater than a Queen.
Kate noticed a great gash running down the bird’s side, and patches of missing feathers revealing the pallid skin underneath. ‘You don’t look so well, either.’
The age of gods and Vessels is nearing its end. But we have a little time left to make things right.
Kate looked at Molworth, whose lip quivered as he watched her. She looked at Chloe, whose hand was clutching Kate’s finger. She seemed so small, curled up on the bench beside her. Chloe’s fingernails were bitten down to the quick, and she was anxiously chewing on a piece of her hair. Kate realized she would have been about Chloe’s age when she became Queen. What she would have given to have had a protector then. Kate looked back at the God-Bird, and nodded.
The numbness in her body was swept away by a blazing heat. She yelled out and clutched a hand to the searing pain in her side.
‘Kate!’ Chloe cried, squeezing her hand. Kate looked down, and saw that she was bleeding right through the bandage. For some reason, she recalled something Ellie had said to her, months before, when they’d been practising Kate’s powers on a mouse with an injured paw.
‘You need to imagine that you are the mouse,’ Ellie had said. ‘And imagine you can feel its pain. Imagine that the two of you are one thing, and the wound will heal.’
But the thing Kate was trying to heal now was her. And, for the first time, she knew exactly who that was. She touched her hand to the wound in her side.
She was Kate, and she had work to do.
She pulled her hand away, then tore off the bandage, and saw smooth skin where the cut had been. The children gasped, and Molworth began to laugh, and then weep, and had to be propped up by Fry.
‘Look!’ Ibnet cried, pointing to the garden.
The brown weeds were turning green, and the trees were growing, their trunks thickening, their branches sprouting fat apples and giant leaves. Leaves big enough for a child to wrap herself in. Looking down at her hands, Kate felt a tingling rush racing across her skin. She stood up.
‘Your Divinity!’ squeaked Molworth, dropping to his knees. The other children all did the same, except for Chloe, who gazed at her in wonder.
‘No,’ said Kate. ‘Don’t kneel. Everyone stand up, please.’
‘Okay …’ said Molworth, scratching his head and getting back to his feet. ‘What can we do for you?’
Kate felt suddenly exhausted, the full weight of the day pressing down on her shoulders. ‘I … I would quite like a hug.’
There was a stampede of footsteps, and Kate found herself wedged among a huddle of twenty orphans, with Chloe clinging to her front. And in her mind, a voice rang out as clear as her own thoughts.
It is an honour to meet you at last, Kate. Final Vessel to the God of Life.




The Inquisition
The City was pulling itself apart. Even though the battle with Shipwreck Island seemed to be calming, the streets were overflowing with madness as neighbours accused neighbours, as houses were ransacked, as parents hid their children from the howling mobs hunting down anyone under their suspicion.
Everyone was under their suspicion.
Anna’s head felt light. She teetered, and Seth caught her by the arm.
‘We need to find you a surgeon,’ said Viola urgently, eyeing Anna’s forehead. ‘I think you really hurt yourself in that fall.’
‘No,’ Anna said, limping along the alley. ‘I saw it dragging Ellie this way. We have to find where it’s taking her.’ She scanned the ground for clues. There was a stomp of boots behind them.
‘Hey!’ growled a man, eyes narrowing at Anna. ‘I saw you, didn’t I? In Saint Ephram’s. You’re the Vessel, aren’t you?’
‘Don’t be stupid,’ Anna snarled.
The man lurched forward with a nasty smile, pulling a knife from his coat. Seth barely looked at him, just sent out a walnut-sized sphere of seawater from his flask, straight up the man’s nose. He choked and dropped the knife.
Anna staggered out into the street beyond, turning about in all directions. She dug her fingers into her hair, wincing as she grazed the gash on her forehead. ‘How are we going to find her?’
‘Look!’ said Viola, pointing. Anna’s heart leapt as she followed Viola’s finger, then sank when she saw nothing but a crowded square.
‘What is it?’ said Anna, her voice slurring.
‘It looks like they’re tending to the injured down there. Come on!’
Anna thrashed in Viola’s grip as she dragged her towards the square. Seth followed, checking every alleyway, his face drawn.
Unlike the rest of the City, the square was calm and ordered. People were being carried in with bruised eyes and torn, bloody clothes, ushered towards five weary men with spectacles and surgeons’ tools.
‘The hospitals are full: take her to the orphanage,’ said one, tying a bandage round the arm of a woman from Shipwreck Island. ‘They may still have free beds there.’
Two large men lifted the wounded soldier on to a stretcher. Anna recognized them as the whale lords Abermoth and Skinner. A cry split the air as a panicked man with patches of missing hair burst into the square. ‘The Enemy!’ he roared. ‘Everyone is the Enemy!’
There were shrieks of fright and a few groans of irritation. Anna saw the flutter of a green coat and heard a familiar creak of metal as Castion swept towards the man, grabbing his arm with one hand.
‘Silence,’ he said, in a low voice. ‘What do you hope to achieve by scaring people like this?’
The man peered in disgust at the woman from Shipwreck Island. ‘What is that doing here? You shouldn’t be tending to the Enemy’s soldiers!’
‘They have wounded too: they’re here on my orders. And didn’t you just say everyone was the Enemy? Now either help us, or get out of my sight.’
Castion shoved the man roughly away. ‘Another stretcher over here!’ he yelled, spotting a boy being carried into the square. His eyes landed on Anna. ‘Ms Stonewall!’ he cried, marching over and examining the cut on her head.
‘An Inquisitor threw her to the ground,’ said Viola.
‘I’m fine!’ Anna cried, frustration burning in her chest. It didn’t matter if she was injured. ‘We need to find Ellie – the Enemy’s got her. It must have taken her into the sewers, to wherever it’s been working these past weeks.’
Castion’s lips paled.
‘James!’ said a short, well-dressed man, tugging Castion’s coat excitedly. Anna recognized him as Lord Archer, who normally wore a hat shaped like a ship. ‘You won’t believe it!’
‘Not now, Nathaniel,’ said Castion. He scanned Archer up and down. ‘Hold on, wasn’t your arm broken a moment ago?’
‘Exactly! I’ve been healed! You have to come –’
Castion nudged Archer aside. ‘Not now.’ He gestured for a surgeon, pointing at Anna’s head.
‘Help! This man needs help!’ Five sailors ran into the square, carrying a huge, ragged black shape between them. Anna felt a rush of relief when she saw Dimitri among them, cut and bruised but otherwise unhurt. ‘Help!’ he cried.
Castion waved them over, and Anna slapped the surgeon aside as he dabbed at her with a wet cloth. The sailors gently laid their cargo upon the ground, revealing the battered, bloodied form of Hargrath. His Inquisitor’s coat had been slashed to pieces, and his face was a map of green-purple bruises. A chunk of his nose was missing, and already blood was pooling in the gaps between the cobbles beneath him. Somehow he was still conscious, gazing at the sky.
‘Killian,’ said Castion, kneeling down at his side. ‘What … what happened to him?’
‘He threw himself between us and the soldiers,’ said Dimitri, watching Hargrath with sad, reverent awe. ‘He commanded them to stop, and broke their spears, threw away their shields. He didn’t even draw his sword, just fought and fought until they backed down. I’ve never seen anything like it. He … he saved us.’
Hargrath let out a small, wheezing breath. His hand reached for Castion’s shoulder, smearing it with blood. ‘We … we must protect the people,’ he whispered.
Castion smiled, his eyes wet. ‘You already did, old friend.’
‘Not enough,’ Hargrath whispered. ‘I caused too much pain. I let the Enemy into my head, James.’ His body began to tremble. ‘All this time, I thought I was protecting them, but …’ He let out a slow, unsteady breath. ‘I must make things right. I must protect them …’
‘You’ve done what you can,’ said Castion, putting his hand on Hargrath’s and gently lowering it to his chest. ‘Now rest,’ he said. ‘It was never your job to protect everyone. We must all protect each other.’
Anna felt Viola turn to her, a knowing look in her eye. Grudgingly, Anna stopped resisting the surgeon as he tried to clean the gash on her head.
‘Rest,’ said Castion, leaning over and pressing his forehead to Hargrath’s. ‘You’re safe now.’
Safe … Anna felt a sudden stab of fear as she pictured Ellie, struggling desperately as the Enemy dragged her away.
‘Stop.’ She shoved the surgeon away again. ‘There’s no time. We need to –’
Viola grabbed her arm. ‘You can barely stand, Anna. Just let them tend that wound …’ She trailed off, staring at Anna’s forehead. ‘Wait, where did it go?’
Anna frowned, putting her fingers to her head and finding that it no longer hurt to touch it. The wound was gone.
‘What’s going on?’ she said, as she watched a cut on Dimitri’s chin seal shut, leaving a trace of red scab that vanished to nothing.
Hargrath coughed violently, his face contorting. Castion held him tight. ‘Killian? Killian?’
A pale, round-faced boy poked his head between Anna and Viola. ‘Wow, you both look awful,’ he said.
‘Molworth!’ Anna stared at him. ‘You’re supposed to be helping at the orphanage!’
‘No need.’ Molworth grinned.
‘What?’ said Seth. ‘Wait … does that mean …?’ He fell quiet.
Molworth beamed at all three of them. ‘Everything’s going to be just fine,’ he said, pointing across the square. ‘Because of Her.’
Anna saw a tall dark figure walking between the huddles of bandaged people. She had a long mane of matted black hair, and wore a frayed dress caked with mud. She moved with an odd self-conscious hesitance, her gaze falling upon one wounded person after the other. She was the most beautiful person Anna had ever seen.
‘Who … who is she?’ said Anna.
‘She’s … She’s …’ Molworth couldn’t speak through his joyful tears.
‘She’s the Queen,’ Seth said bitterly, marching towards her. ‘How? How did it choose you as its Vessel?’
‘Because I know how to use its power,’ Kate said, her voice small. Anna noticed long blades of grass were poking through between the gaps in the stones near the girl’s feet. There was a trail of grass and daisies leading all the way back across the square and up the street. ‘Ellie taught me, back on Shipwreck Island.’
Anna stared at the girl: Ellie’s former best friend. She felt a hot bead of envy drip down her neck, intimidated by the girl’s height and the way the entire square was gazing at her in awe. Then Anna inspected her bare arms, and felt reassured that she could definitely beat her in an arm-wrestle.
‘Queen Kate is being modest,’ said Molworth. ‘She deserves it more than anyone. She’s saving people!’
‘These people wouldn’t be hurt in the first place if it wasn’t for her!’ Seth growled. ‘If you hadn’t brought your army here, none of this would be happening. And the Enemy wouldn’t have taken Ellie!’
‘The Enemy has Ellie?’ said Kate, her voice breaking.
‘Like you care,’ Seth said bitterly.
‘Of course I care,’ said Kate. ‘If there’s anything I can do to help find her, I will. Just –’
‘What’s going on here?’
Five Inquisitors had entered the square, staring around in confusion at all the newly healed people. The largest of them glared at Dimitri and the other sailors. ‘Get back to the fight this instant,’ he snapped.
‘The fighting is over,’ said Castion.
‘It’s over when we say it’s over,’ said the Inquisitor. ‘Are you all cowards? Are you not willing to fight for your City?’ His lip curled and he drew his sword. ‘Cowards, all of you! Get to the battle or I’ll have every last one of you on a bonfire. Cowards!’
‘Call these people cowards one more time,’ came a low, wheezing growl that rumbled across the square.
The Inquisitor searched for the source of the sound, then recoiled as a giant of a man raised his head above the crowd.
‘I-Inquisitor Hargrath,’ he stammered. ‘I didn’t realize …’
Hargrath stepped towards the man, his clothing still in shreds, but no sign of injuries on his face. He came to within an inch of the Inquisitor, inspecting the man’s coat. ‘Not even a scratch,’ he said slowly, and looked at the other Inquisitors. ‘Not a scratch on any of you.’
He nodded to himself, and the other Inquisitors stared at him in confused silence.
Hargrath looked down at his own torn coat. Then, slowly and deliberately, he undid what buttons remained and cast the ragged sealskin to the ground, revealing his torn shirt and bloodstained trousers.
‘Twenty-five years ago, I made an oath,’ he said. ‘To protect the people. To protect them at the cost of my own life, if necessary.’ His black eyes drifted from one Inquisitor to the next. ‘You all made this same oath. Didn’t you?’
The Inquisitors gave stiff nods.
Hargrath grunted. ‘So then tell me: if you made that oath, why are your coats still so neat and clean?’
The Inquisitors said nothing. Hargrath leaned down towards the lead Inquisitor, bringing their faces level. ‘Call these people cowards one more time.’
The Inquisitor swallowed, opened his mouth to speak. Then closed it.
‘I outrank you, Inquisitor,’ said Hargrath, baring his teeth. ‘That’s an order.’
‘They’re … they’re not cowards,’ he said.
‘No? Then who is the coward?’
The man looked at his feet, his lip trembling. He whispered something.
‘Speak up, Inquisitor.’
‘I am,’ said the man.
Hargrath nodded, then looked at the other four. ‘Then take off your fine coats, and get into those streets, and stop the people from hurting each other. None of you are Inquisitors any more. The Inquisition has failed.’
The five men unbuttoned their coats uncomfortably, and Hargrath turned away from them with a scowl. There were muted cheers from around the square, and Dimitri and his sailors stuck their fingers in their mouths to whistle. Anna saw Castion watching his old friend with a small smile.
‘I’ve got it!’ said Seth suddenly. ‘Why didn’t I think of that sooner!’
‘What is it?’ said Anna eagerly, grabbing his arm. ‘Do you have a way to find Ellie?’
Seth pointed at Kate, his eyes narrowing. ‘She’s the Vessel to the God of Life!’
Molworth rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, Seth, I’d forgotten how slow you are.’
‘No,’ said Seth. ‘I’m the God of the Sea. And I can feel where the sea is, always.’ He pointed at the flask at his waist. Anna felt a rush of excitement as she realized what he was getting at.
‘So, if she’s the Vessel to the God of Life,’ said Anna, her heart racing, ‘then she can feel where living things are!’
‘And if Ellie’s deep underground,’ said Viola eagerly, ‘then she’s the only living thing down there.’
Kate looked anxiously at her feet. ‘I … I’m not sure. I don’t really know how my powers work yet.’
‘Cast your thoughts down through the City,’ said Seth, ‘and see if you can find her. I can help you.’
‘I …’ Kate swallowed. Molworth put his hand on her arm.
‘You can do it,’ he said. ‘I believe in you.’
Kate took an uncertain breath, then smiled timidly. ‘Okay, let’s try.’
Anna watched Kate as she furrowed her brow in concentration, and felt a tiny ember of hope.
‘We’re coming for you, Ellie,’ Anna whispered. ‘Please be okay.’




When the World Was New
Ellie opened her eyes, and saw her breath rising from her lips and curling up through the darkness, joining the swirling mists above. She couldn’t see any walls or ceiling, just thick shadow, and statues spying on her from between black metal pillars, statues of men and women and angels and animals. The air was so cold she could feel ice in her hair, melting against her ears and trickling down her neck. Her wrists and legs were held tight.
She was sitting on a massive throne hewn roughly from rock. Before her was a wide stone platform surrounded by the black pillars, crowded with tall machines made from plates of brass and copper wire, most of which looked like they’d been cobbled together in a hurry, their pistons pounding madly, belching smoke. Still more clung to the pillars like mussels, trailing wires that connected one machine to the next, others vanishing into the darkness. Ellie could hear the wet slithering sound of the tendrils all around her, but couldn’t see them. Through the mists she spied vast, swollen shapes, like mountains, some of which occasionally moved. She wasn’t sure if she was in the real world, the spirit world or – somehow – both.
She was distracted by the frantic footsteps and strained breathing of the machines’ creator. The Enemy was darting about the platform, making adjustments to the many sputtering, frantic devices. Its body was even more scratched and bruised than before, and it was missing huge chunks of hair. Ellie guessed it was pushing its new body too hard to get the Eternity Engine ready.
It threw a lever, and Ellie gasped, pain stabbing at her scalp and the soles of her feet. Invisible hands pulled her hair and jabbed their knuckles into her stomach. She felt like pins were being stuck beneath her fingernails.
‘Stop,’ she said. ‘Make it stop.’
The Enemy said nothing, limping from one machine to the next, tightening screws and hammering in fresh nails, or weaving complex patterns with copper wire.
‘Let’s leave the City,’ Ellie said. ‘We can go to an island, just the two of us, and you can torment me all you want. Just leave everyone else alone.’
Still the Enemy ignored her, its face entirely blank as it went about its tasks.







‘You’ve always been so eager to talk to me before,’ Ellie spat. ‘Why won’t you talk to me now?’
The Enemy turned its head slowly towards her, regarding Ellie distantly. ‘Because I don’t need to.’
A fresh wave of pain shot through Ellie, like hot coals rolling across her skin. She saw a boy dragged through the street by an Inquisitor, his mother batting at the man uselessly, until two other men pulled her away from her son. The boy kicked his heels against the cobblestones, and beat his fists against the Inquisitor’s coat as he cried, and Ellie felt the searing ache through her own heels, and her fingertips, and at the corners of her eyes.
‘I don’t need to convince you to do anything any more,’ said the Enemy. ‘I just need you to sit there and feel.’
‘Stop,’ she pleaded. ‘You have to stop.’
‘If you didn’t want this to happen,’ said the Enemy, settling cross-legged at the base of the throne, ‘then you should never have asked for my help.’
‘I don’t understand,’ said Ellie. ‘Why? Why do you have to do this?’ Her voice was a tiny whimper, but the Enemy didn’t struggle to hear it.
‘You wouldn’t ask a leech why it sucks your blood.’
Ellie glared at it hatefully, straining against the metal braces pinning her wrists to the throne. It grinned back at her.
‘Today has gone very well. First, I used the City’s fear of the coming battle to destroy the Lancaster Wall. Then, I used the pain of the battle to convince the City that there are a hundred Vessels, and now they are tearing each other apart. And soon …’ The Enemy fell silent, motionless. She couldn’t even tell if it was breathing. A trickle of drool rolled down its chin.
‘What?’ said Ellie. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘Once you are gone?’ it said, licking its lips. ‘Suffering. An eternity of suffering. With me at its centre.’
‘What a waste,’ Ellie snarled. ‘All this power – the power of all the gods in one machine! – and that’s all you can think to do with it? You could create something wonderful. A better world. Why must you make everything so wretched!’
The Enemy’s head tilted towards her, meeting Ellie with her own twisted reflection. ‘You can see them, can’t you? Through the Eternity Engine. Ripping each other apart. Friends turning on friends. Children torn from their parents. That is humanity, Ellie. It’s nothing to do with me. You all made me like this, not the other way round.’
Ellie blinked. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘The gods did not create the world, or the plants, or the humans or animals. That all came first, and the gods came after. We were born from the emotions of living things long, long ago, when the world was new. Your fascination with the cycle of life and death created the God of Life. Your veneration of the awesome power of the sea created Seth. Your fear, and suspicion, and hatred of each other created me. I am what humanity made me, Ellie. I am your fault.’
‘No,’ said Ellie. ‘That’s … that can’t be what happened.’ She winced as pain washed through her once more, another wave of suffering from the City above.
The Enemy rose and tilted Ellie’s chin to meet its gaze. ‘Don’t you think, given all the terrible ways they hurt each other … don’t you think that humanity deserves this? Deserves to be punished?’
Ellie shook her head. ‘People … people can be good.’
‘How can you say that when they are hurting each other even now? You can feel them, Ellie. You know what they’re like. This better world of yours? It’s a dream. Humans don’t deserve a better world – they would ruin it!’
‘No … no, you’re wrong,’ said Ellie. ‘Some people are kind and –’
‘Only when the world gives them what they want. Remember what a kind, loyal friend Kate was – until she wasn’t? Remember Castion, your mother’s best friend – who tried to kill you? And the crowd that cheered to see Seth on that bonfire? Accept it – humanity deserves this. Deserves me. Give in, Ellie. Through you, I shall manifest as an avatar of vengeance. I will punish them for their crimes.’
Ellie tried to speak, but all she could see was suffering – a man being carried through the streets by a chanting mob, a girl searching her house for her missing mother.
‘They are doing this to themselves,’ said the Enemy, folding its arms on Ellie’s lap. ‘They deserve to suffer. And you do too. You knew that making wishes would get other people hurt, but you did it anyway. Give up, Ellie. Humanity cannot go unpunished for its crimes. And neither can you.’
Ellie grimaced through fresh pain. She could feel her body struggling against her, like invisible worms were wriggling through her insides. She had felt this once before.
‘What’s happening?’ she said, straining once more against her bindings. ‘You … you can’t be manifesting.’
The Enemy gestured cheerfully round the chamber. ‘The Eternity Engine makes all things possible. Soon, the City’s pain will have given the Engine enough power for me to bring about my manifestation. What hope is left for you?’
‘FINN!’ Ellie snarled, trying to hold the image of her brother in her mind.
The Enemy shook its head. ‘That doesn’t work any more.’
‘It will. We were in the rowing boat, and he fell in because he got surprised by a tuna. And he lost his necklace of shells and keys. And I jumped in to rescue him, only he pulled me out. And he said: “I’ll be right here when you need me.”’
She could say the words, but she couldn’t see any of it. All her memories were buried together, and letting one out, even one so pleasant, would mean letting out the rest. She hung her head, drawing a painful breath.
The Enemy leaned in close. ‘You’ve got to stop doing this, Ellie. Burying these horrible memories.’ It tapped her chest with one nail-less finger. ‘These thoughts you’ve been forcing down, deep, deep down into the most secret part of your mind, where they can never hurt you. All those memories turning rank and foul, only letting them out so you can gain a tiny sliver of control over the Eternity Engine. But you need to feel them.’ Its smile grew wider, baring what teeth it had left. ‘You need to understand them. These terrible things really happened, and it’s time you accept that they’re all your fault.’
It watched Ellie with wide, eager eyes. Ellie glared back and said nothing.
‘Oh, come on. Even Seth noticed it: you’re not yourself any more.’ It prodded her forehead sharply. ‘You’ve buried the best part of you, and all that’s left is this empty, unfeeling shell. But it’s not right to bury your feelings, Ellie. They have a habit of twisting and changing into something much worse. Now think – remember Kate. Think how dear she was to you. And then she tried to kill you, Ellie! She did. I was there – she would have murdered you. And you were stupid enough to trust her. And I can’t tell you how much Anna has suffered since you left her behind. And just remember all those people back on Shipwreck Island, and how frightened they are now. Because of you, Ellie. Because of you.’
Ellie gasped, a blistering heat surging into her chest as the Enemy’s words dragged the memories up from the depths of her mind. She saw Kate’s snarling face with a fresh stab of pain, then Seth’s howls of agony and Anna’s dismay.
Ellie glanced down at her arms. Faint white lines traced her skin – the same kind that she’d seen before on Seth. The Enemy’s eyes grew large, its fingers quivering with anticipation. There was a soft slither on the platform behind it.
‘That’s it, just a little more,’ it said, biting its lip as it watched the lines glow. ‘Let the pain fill you up.’
Black tendrils encircled the Enemy’s waist, and it snarled as it was lifted high into the air. Ellie summoned new tendrils to tear at the braces that bound her hands and feet. She hurried from the throne, searching the machines around the platform, her breath coming in panicked gasps as her every bad memory played out at once. Kate chased her, hacking savagely with her sword while Finn twisted in his sheets, shivering and frightened while Seth sobbed into Ellie’s shoulder, broken by the truth while Inquisitors chased her through the streets, desperate to kill her while her mother lay dying, then slowly closed her eyes for the final time.
The white lines on her skin flickered, glowing brighter. Her heart fluttered feebly in her chest as she forced her mind inside the Eternity Engine, and felt her body change from flesh and bone to a hissing, sparking monstrosity. She could suddenly see its true vastness: a glacier of machinery that mirrored the sprawl of spires above it.
Destroy the spirit realm! she roared in her mind. But nothing happened. Her memories grew massive, crowding her thoughts, and she was pulled back into her body as the lines burned across her skin. Ellie screamed in fury and frustration, and forced the tendrils to lash out, tearing apart the machines nearby in a shower of sparks and metal. But the lines on her skin were blindingly bright.
With a frustrated cry, she pushed the memories back down deep inside, and the slithering of the tendrils fell silent and they sagged over the sides of the platform. Ellie dropped to her knees, rubbing at her burning arms, sighing gratefully as the white lines dimmed, then vanished.
The Enemy smacked hard against the ground, giggling and hauling itself upright, one arm twisted at a new angle. ‘I told you,’ it said, shuffling towards her. ‘You’ve let your memories fester too long.’
There were quiet whispers around the chamber, and the Enemy spun round, frowning into the darkness. People were walking among the shadows, looking about in confusion.
The Enemy dashed between the broken machines. ‘No critical damage, I’m afraid. Nothing that can’t be fixed.’ It peered at the new figures. ‘Just some old familiar faces.’
Ellie followed its gaze, and saw them: girls and boys, women and men. She thought she recognized some, but wasn’t sure why, until she noticed a young man watching with concern. He had dark brown skin, greying hair and a pair of scratched spectacles perched lopsidedly on his nose.
‘Hestermeyer,’ Ellie whispered, looking at the Enemy. ‘These are all your old Vessels. How are they here?’
‘The Eternity Engine is a gateway to the spirit realm,’ said the Enemy. ‘And, thanks to your vandalism, that is now leaking through to this world. But no matter – the Engine still works.’
Ellie staggered to her feet, and the Enemy glanced at her over its shoulder. It cocked its head to one side, and the tendrils wriggled back to life. Ellie’s stomach plummeted as they sprang towards her and hurled her roughly into the throne, wrapping tightly round her legs, arms and waist.
The Enemy wiped blood from its mouth, searching among piles of debris between the smoking, broken machines. ‘You were almost there, Ellie,’ it said. ‘You just needed to let the pain fill you for a few moments more. But don’t worry: we can try again soon. Ah!’ it said eagerly. ‘Here, I have something you need to see.’
It reached inside a sealskin bag. Ellie expected it to produce a knife, or some instrument of torture. Instead, it pulled out an old tattered book, limping across the platform and shoving it into Ellie’s lap.
‘Castion gave me this. There’s a particular entry you should read.’
Ellie looked down at the thick book. The Enemy opened it to the first page.
The Journal of Hannah Lancaster



From the Journal of Hannah Lancaster, Age Thirty-six
I’ve been sick for three days. A fever, and a weakness in my arms and legs that makes getting out of bed impossible. It’s an effort to write this, but I must.
‘I’m going to be fine,’ I told Finn, as he stood beside me, his face pale and frightened. I reached for the glass of water by my bedside, and he rushed to help me. He was struggling not to cry. Last night I heard Ellie whisper to him to be brave, when she thought I couldn’t hear. They’ve never seen me ill before. I wasn’t worried, though: just frustrated. I wanted to be in the workshop.
Then came a knock at the door, and I tried and failed to rise. I heard muffled voices, and assumed it was James visiting again. There was a light rush of footsteps as Ellie hurried into the room, looking nervous and confused.
‘Mum,’ she said, tugging at her shirt sleeves. ‘The … the High Inquisitor is here to see you.’
I sighed, thinking he was probably eager for an update on my secret project. ‘Did you tell him I’m sick? A man his age shouldn’t be near me.’
Ellie nodded. ‘I told him, but he still wants to see you.’
‘All right, send him –’
There was a rattle of machinery as Vanahaugh shuffled stiffly into the room. Ellie spun round and folded her arms. ‘It’s rude to walk into someone’s bedroom without knocking!’
‘It’s okay, Ellie,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you and your brother go and play in the sitting room?’
Ellie glared up at Vanahaugh, who smiled in a manner he probably thought was pleasant. Ellie hugged Finn protectively, standing between the High Inquisitor and me, still glaring.
‘Ellie,’ I said, and she wrinkled her nose and led Finn from the room.
Vanahaugh sat down beside my bed. ‘Charming children,’ he said.
‘I don’t think you should get so close, sir,’ I told him. ‘I might be contagious.’
Vanahaugh shook his head. ‘You’re not contagious – don’t worry.’ He cast his eyes over Finn’s many drawings pinned to my wall. ‘It was easiest to do it this way,’ he said. ‘Has a doctor been to examine you?’
‘Yes,’ I said distractedly. ‘He just told me to rest. What do you mean, “it was easiest to do it this way”?’
Vanahaugh looked at me. ‘You know, it really is an ingenious idea, Hannah. Testing the blood of everyone in the City. And you’re right, of course. If it worked – if such a thing were possible – then people could be certain that their neighbours and their friends were not the Vessel. There’d be no need for all the suspicion, all the distrust that has seeped into the bones of this City.’ He gave a low chuckle. ‘Why, there’d be no need for the Inquisition at all.’
I felt a cold chill run through my veins. ‘I … I …’
‘This idea … it’s such a hopeful one. You’ve told nobody about it? Not even your old friend Castion?’
‘No.’
He nodded. ‘That is good.’
The truth settled on my chest with an iron weight. ‘How … how long?’
‘A few more days,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Anything quicker and people might have been suspicious. It had to look natural. People die of fevers all the time.’
I stifled a sob, afraid it would carry to the sitting room.
‘You understand you can’t tell anyone about this, either, don’t you?’ said Vanahaugh. ‘If I find out that you have, well …’ He looked through the doorway to where Ellie was loudly accusing Finn of cheating.
I twisted my nails into his coat and pulled him towards the bed. ‘Don’t you dare –’
Vanahaugh leaned back, untangling himself from my grip. ‘If you keep quiet, then you have my word I won’t harm them. They will have a perfectly decent upbringing at the orphanage.’
‘I don’t understand,’ I said, struggling to speak. ‘If this had worked, we could have made the City so much better.’
‘Better? No, Hannah. It’s better that people fear each other. It keeps them in order, stops them from questioning their superiors. Without fear, we are nothing. I must say, I’m glad to see your children are both well. The poison was placed in a bottle of water in your workshop; there was a chance they might have drunk it. Now, I must be going. And remember: mention none of this to anyone.’ He gave a half-hearted bow. ‘As I said, you have two charming children.’
Then, with a whir and a creak, he left the house.
This journal is the only place I can speak the truth. I should burn it, in case Ellie reads it; she reads every book she touches. But I need the truth to be somewhere. I will give it to Castion and make him swear not to open it – swear on our friendship. I will tell him to give it to Ellie and Finn when they are older, should there come a time when the Inquisition is gone, and the world is kinder, when the truth will not be so dangerous.
An hour ago, Ellie came in to wish me goodnight, placing a kiss on my forehead. She climbed into bed and nestled by my side. I still marvel, every day, that I created something so miraculous as her and her brother.
I shivered, and couldn’t help but let out a short, pain-filled breath. Ellie squeezed my hand fiercely.
‘Don’t worry,’ she told me. ‘I’m going to make everything better.’
I smiled and held her close, resting my chin on her head. ‘I know you will, my darling. You always do.’




Let Go
The pages of the journal were wet with Ellie’s tears.
‘I …’ she managed, but couldn’t bring herself to say any more.
‘But you didn’t make things better, did you, Ellie?’ the Enemy cried in delight. ‘Because your mum’s dead, and everything is worse! Hannah’s plan was brilliant, and if it had worked she could have saved the City!’
‘This isn’t true,’ said Ellie, feeling the pain growing inside her again. ‘You must have forged this diary. That’s … not what happened. It’s not. It’s not.’
The Enemy bit its lip, eyes dancing with happiness. ‘You know it’s true. Your mother didn’t die of some random sickness, Ellie. She was murdered. For the crime of trying to make the world a better place.’
‘You’re WRONG!’ Ellie roared. A surge of hot pain shot through her, and the tendrils loosened their grip. She hurled the journal at the Enemy, who sidestepped it without effort.
‘I wonder if you were there with her when it happened,’ it said, tapping its chin thoughtfully. ‘I wonder if you were standing beside her in her workshop … when she drank the poison.’
‘NO!’ Ellie cried. She launched herself from the throne, punching every bit of the Enemy that she could reach, a shoulder, a rib, a cheekbone. Her knuckles cracked painfully.
‘Ellie, come on. Let’s be serious.’
Ellie’s punches weakened, the strength leaving her muscles, and she fell still. She pictured her mother in those final days, lying in crumpled sheets, her hair a thinning tangle on the pillow. In a kinder world, it could all have been prevented. Ellie looked down, and saw faint lines glowing upon the back of her arms.
‘You know …’ said the Enemy, with a mischievous grin, ‘you are still my Vessel. How about one final wish? For old times’ sake. Ask me, and I’ll kill Vanahaugh. I’ll make him suffer for what he did to you. Make sure he understands – truly understands – his mistake, before I destroy him.’
‘No,’ Ellie whispered, sinking to the floor, clutching at the growing pain in her chest. ‘No more wishes.’
The Enemy shrugged. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter really, not any more.’ It knelt down next to her. ‘You’re so angry, aren’t you, Ellie? So, so angry. You hate the Inquisition so much. Imagine – if not for them, you’d still have your mum. Think how much better things would be – she’d have been there to love you, and care for you when Finn died. Maybe she could even have saved Finn. Then you wouldn’t have been so lonely. Why, you probably would never have become my Vessel in the first place!’
‘Stop talking,’ Ellie moaned.
‘But they did, Ellie. They took your mother from you. Not sickness, not accident, not even me. Them. Think about it. Remember all of it: all these terrible things that could have been avoided, if not for that single cruel act.’
Ellie saw her mother lying in her bed, closing her eyes for that final time. She saw herself rushing back to the orphanage two years later to find her brother in his bed, the matrons standing solemnly at his side. She remembered going into her workshop days later, to find the Enemy smiling at her, wearing her brother’s face.
Don’t worry, it had said. You’ll never be lonely again.
She remembered three years of suffering, three years of shame and secrecy.
What was it all for? she wondered, feeling the pain of all the people above.
The Enemy had won.
The white lines on her skin grew brighter as memories poured through her mind like ice water. Kate was chasing her again; Seth was screaming again; her brother was dying again. The effort to stay upright was almost too much, her neck too weak to support her head. She swayed and almost fell.
‘It hurts, doesn’t it?’ said the Enemy, tracing its finger across the lines of light. ‘Soon, you won’t have to feel this pain any more. Once your soul is in pieces, you’ll barely feel anything at all.’
‘No,’ said Ellie, struggling against the pain. ‘I … I have to stop you …’
The Enemy ran its hand through her hair. ‘Oh dear,’ it said, as golden strands came away in its fingers. ‘I don’t think you have much longer.’
‘I have to stop you,’ Ellie said.
She tried to move, but couldn’t feel her own body. All she could feel was the pain, and all she could see were her own dark thoughts, playing over again and again.
‘I … I have to stop you.’
‘Shh,’ said the Enemy, stroking her hair. ‘It’s okay, Ellie. Don’t worry. Just let go. Let go.’
‘I … have … to … stop …’




Into the Machine
The sewers beneath the City were an endless labyrinth of cramped, mossy tunnels, giving way occasionally to enormous chambers, like the inside of a church or a mansion, covered with faded murals of times long past, decorated with flaking gold leaf that glittered in the lamplight.
‘Which way now?’ said Anna, as they emerged into the largest chamber yet. Three unlit chandeliers hung from the darkness above, gargoyles snarling from the walls. The air was hotter and strangely metallic, like the taste of blood. Anna lifted her oil lamp high overhead, searching for other tunnels – she’d explored the sewers countless times in her life, but never this deep. They were far below where the sea would normally be, before Seth had parted it.
Kate closed her eyes, and Anna noticed the odd, weed-like plants at Kate’s feet that grew wherever she walked. After a moment, she pointed towards the far end of the chamber. ‘She’s that way. No, wait.’ Kate screwed her eyes tighter. ‘This way.’
‘Well, which is it?’ Seth snapped.
‘Don’t you talk to Her like that,’ Molworth said, standing on tiptoes, trying and failing to match Seth’s height.
‘This is all new to me,’ Kate said irritably, eyes still closed. She let out a deep breath. ‘Ellie’s definitely this way – come on.’
She marched ahead with Molworth by her side, Anna close behind with Seth and Viola, and Castion and Hargrath guarding the rear, in case any Inquisitors were chasing them. Kate paused before a huge, rusted metal door, beneath the mural of an angel.
Viola turned the handle and pulled. ‘It’s locked!’
Anna placed the lamp down, rummaging in her satchel for her lock-picks. She bit her lip and knelt by the keyhole.
There was a deafening metallic groan, and the ground rumbled beneath them, like they were on the back of an immense stone monster trying to shake them off. Anna was thrown to the floor, the lock-picks tumbling from her fingers. The oil lamp fell on its side and the light went out, plunging the chamber into total darkness.
‘The light!’ Molworth squeaked.
Anna blindly searched her satchel for the lighter, her fingers shaking, terrified that every moment they wasted brought Ellie closer to death.
‘Anna, get the light back,’ said Castion.
‘Shut up, I’m trying!’ said Anna, swearing as she cut her finger on something sharp.
A faint purple light filled the space around them, and she saw Kate’s face illuminated above her. In her hand, she held a large flower, its petals emitting a purple glow – just enough for Anna to find the lighter, hurl it to Molworth, then grab her lock-picks from the floor and plunge them into the keyhole. She rattled them desperately, her heartbeat pounding in her head.
‘Come on!’ said Seth.
‘Shut up, Seth!’ Anna yelled, wincing as the lock-picks got so sweaty in her hand that she almost dropped them again.
Kate drew in a frightened breath.
‘What is it?’ said Seth. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘Ellie,’ said Kate, rubbing her chest. ‘I can still feel her, but … she’s getting weaker.’
Anna swallowed the urge to cry and worked the lock-picks, even as a searing heat poured through her arms and fingers.
CLICK.
Anna gasped, her body flooding with relief as she turned the handle, and the huge door swung inwards. She charged through into a chamber even larger than the one before. A single black stone staircase rose up before them, vanishing into a grey mist that swirled and coiled with a life of its own. Statues of angels and cherubs hung on metal chains from above.
‘She’s up there,’ said Kate.
‘Just her?’ said Seth, and Kate shook her head.
‘No. There’s something else with her.’
‘Well then, let’s go!’ Anna yelled, racing up the staircase.
‘Anna, slow down!’ cried Castion.
But Anna didn’t care; she would fight the Enemy with her bare hands if she had to. She climbed and climbed until her head went light and her lungs cried out, then kept climbing still. The walls vanished around her, and there was just darkness, and the staircase, and huge pillars of black metal that rose impossibly into the nothingness above. Anna suddenly felt like she was no longer in the same chamber as before. It no longer felt like she was anywhere.
She heard heavy breathing; Seth and Kate were racing alongside her, the others close behind. Anna thought she saw huge dark shapes moving in the mists in the far distance, and smaller human outlines looking around in confusion.
Then the mists cleared, and the end of the staircase appeared above them. A wide platform was suspended in the centre of the darkness, teeming with strange brass contraptions that trailed wires everywhere. As Anna got near, black metal tendrils slithered over the lip of the platform, wrapping themselves protectively round the machines.
Anna took a panicked breath as she saw the two identical girls at the centre of the platform, both of them pale and scratched and bruised. The girl nearer was staring at her feet, her eyes glazed over, with odd lines of white light tracing her skin. The other girl was staring straight at Anna, and smiling. Most of her teeth were missing.
‘ELLIE!’ Anna cried, racing up the final steps.
A strange ripple ran through the toothless girl. Her body convulsed and she collapsed to the ground, still smiling, like a puppet whose strings have been cut.
Anna grabbed hold of Ellie, who stood swaying, and didn’t move or speak. The white lines were growing brighter on her arms, and neck, and face. Her skin was cold as frost.
‘Ellie!’ Anna shook her furiously. ‘Ellie, please!’
Ellie took a tiny breath. Her eyes lingered on Anna’s, then moved to Seth’s. ‘Find the pieces,’ she whispered.
Then she fell apart in Anna’s arms, her body dissolving into embers of golden light.
‘NO!’ Seth roared, a cry like a wounded animal. ‘ELLIE!’
‘What …?’ Anna said, staring at the space where Ellie had been, where the strange embers were pooling in a small, shifting sphere. She glanced around, expecting to see her standing close by. ‘Ellie?’ she said. ‘Ellie?’
A hand grabbed her roughly by the collar, and Castion pulled her away, thrusting her towards Seth and the others. ‘We have to run now, Anna,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘It’s too late.’
‘No,’ said Anna blankly. ‘We have to find her.’
The embers burst apart, and Anna thought she saw three golden spears of light shoot upward in different directions, vanishing into the darkness.
‘Ellie?’ Anna mumbled, still staring at the point where Ellie had been moments before. ‘Where is she?’
‘Children,’ Hargrath growled, ‘the Enemy is coming. You must flee.’
Anna still just stared. ‘Ellie? Ellie?’
In place of the golden embers, a new blackness had formed. It looked to Anna more like an absence, as if reality itself were missing. And it was growing.
‘Ellie … Ellie, where are you?’
She felt warm hands on her cheeks as Seth turned her face up to his. His eyes were full of tears, his lip trembling. ‘Anna, we have to go,’ he said, barely able to speak. Kate was standing beside him, watching the growing darkness with one hand over her mouth, clutching Molworth to her side as he cried into her shoulder.
‘But … we have to wait for Ellie.’
‘She’s gone, Anna.’
‘No,’ Anna whispered, as Seth hugged her close. ‘She’s here. She’s coming right back.’
The black nothingness squirmed, then released a noise unlike anything Anna had ever heard. It was a horribly human cry – a wail of pain magnified a thousandfold. It felt like both a sound and a thought in her mind at the same time.
Blue mists swirled across Seth’s skin. The seawater flew from his flask towards the black void with the speed of a bullet. It boiled to nothing before it even got close, and the void grew larger.
Castion and Hargrath drew their swords. ‘We’ll hold it off as best we can!’ Castion roared. ‘All of you, RUN!’
‘No!’ Anna cried, but Seth and Viola were dragging her down the steps by her arms. She thrashed and heaved against them – why were they running away? ‘We have to go back!’
There was another hideous wail from the platform, a scream of anguish and fury and hate. Anna raced over to Kate and grabbed her wrist.
‘Use your god power – find her!’ She shook Kate’s arm. ‘FIND HER!’
Kate closed her eyes, tears rolling off her chin. ‘I’m … I’m sorry, Anna. I don’t feel her. Ellie’s … Ellie’s gone.’
The words filled Anna’s mind and trickled into her heart. She went limp, and might have stopped breathing for all she knew. It didn’t matter. She barely noticed as Seth lifted her up, and carried her down the stairs.




The Shadow in the Workshop
‘Anna?’ said Molworth. She could hear in his voice how hard he was straining not to cry. ‘We … we need to get back to the orphanage. In case … in case it gets there first.’
‘Where’s Seth?’ Anna said, looking around in a daze. She couldn’t remember anything of their journey back above ground. ‘Where’s Viola?’
‘They’ve gone with Kate to try and help the injured, but we need to get to the orphans.’
He took her hand and led her along the cobbled lane. Rain was falling heavily, battering her hair flat against her skull. ‘What can we do against it?’ she mumbled. ‘Even Ellie couldn’t …’
Molworth gripped her hand tighter. ‘We have to do what we can. If it was able to get past Castion and Hargrath, imagine what it could do if –’ he stifled a whimper – ‘if it gets into the orphanage …’
‘THE ENEMY!’ cried a voice from a nearby street. ‘THE ENEMY HAS MANIFESTED!’
Anna and Molworth fell to their knees, covering their ears as a scream tore through the air. It was like a thousand different voices from one throat, some of them human, others animal, others like something else altogether. Anna pulled Molworth into a doorway, hugging him in her arms, daring to look along the lane towards the source of the scream. She stiffened as something crossed the street beyond, and gripped Molworth tighter. He turned his head to try and look.
‘No,’ said Anna, in the slightest whisper. ‘Don’t look.’ She swallowed. ‘Get ready to run, okay? If it comes this way, we run.’
It was taller than the rooftops, shrouded by sheets of rainwater. It was much thinner than Anna had imagined it would be, with long arms and legs, and it walked with a slow, steady grace. Its head swung in their direction, and Anna caught sight of a shadowy face with two eyes and no mouth. The stink of blood filled her nostrils, and she pulled Molworth deeper into the doorway, her heartbeat pounding in her throat.
‘It’s okay,’ she lied. ‘It’s okay.’
There was another scream, more distant this time, and the smell of blood faded. Anna let out a breath. ‘We’ll take a different route to the orphanage,’ she said, retracing their steps. As they ran, Anna saw people clattering down stairways to take refuge in the sewers. She saw a man straining to drag his dog by its leash, as it whimpered and tried to hide in an overturned barrel. She saw a tall woman in a yellow ball gown, who smiled at nothing in particular, then walked straight through a wall.
‘What … what was that?’ she said, watching over her shoulder as they pelted onwards.
They rounded the corner on to Orphanage Street, and Molworth hammered on the bolted doors of the orphanage with both fists. ‘Hey! It’s Oscar and Anna! Let us in! Hurry!’
Anna looked at the door to Ellie’s workshop across the street, and struggled against the urge to cry. Then a thought occurred to her. She didn’t want to go in there, not ever again, but there were devices inside that she could use to defend the orphans.
The doors of the orphanage opened, and Fry and Ibnet’s terrified faces appeared.
‘Molworth,’ said Anna. ‘Go inside. I’m going to get some things from the workshop.’
‘Anna, no!’ he said. ‘I’ll come with you.’
‘Please,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘Oscar, I need to know that you’re safe. Go inside – I won’t be long.’
Molworth shook his head vehemently, but didn’t resist as Fry and Ibnet pulled him inside. Anna turned to dash across the street, then stopped short when she found a man standing right outside the workshop. He was young, though his hair was greying, his spectacles askew on his nose.
‘Who are you?’ Anna said. ‘Get away from there!’
The man gave her a strained smile. ‘She wanted to come here. I showed her the way, but … I couldn’t help her like she helped me. Please, can you try?’
Anna stormed towards him, reaching for the lapels of his jacket. ‘I said get away, you drunk. This is Ellie’s –’
As she tried to grab hold of the man, her hands passed straight through him. She blinked, and he was gone. In the distance, Anna heard another hideous wail. She rubbed her eyes, then unlocked the workshop door, rolling it open just enough to slip inside.
She kept her head down, afraid she would see Ellie in every discarded invention and scrap of paper. But she remembered it all, anyway: the countless days they’d spent in here, just the two of them, tinkering away on some new machine. When Anna had been in the workshop with Ellie, she had felt like they stood at the centre of the world. At the centre of everything.
She set her jaw. Now was not the time to mope. She hurried over to the harpoon gun and struggled to lift it. She had moved it by herself many times, but now it wouldn’t budge an inch. All her strength was gone. Without thinking, she glanced about, and was attacked by cruel happy memories. The porcupine quills they’d thrown at the wall like darts. The machine they’d built for flipping pancakes – the cause of the mysterious stains on the ceiling. The drawings of Finn scattered on the workbench next to her.
The workshop felt massive and empty. The clock would not stop ticking above her, and Anna wished it would; every tick was another second separating them from each other.
‘Ellie …’
Anna said the word softly, but it echoed through the workshop and, when she heard it, she realized.
Ellie was gone.
Anna pressed her hands to her mouth, trying to stop herself from crying. She looked again at the drawings of Finn, and felt a twinge of guilt for having taken them down without Ellie’s permission. They should be back where they belonged, where Ellie had left them. She picked up the bundle and a can full of pins, and walked slowly towards Ellie’s bedroom, dreading what she would see. She had left the bed exactly as it’d been when Ellie had last slept there, the sheets rumpled and unmade.
She entered the bedroom, forcing herself not to look at the bed. She put the pictures back up, one by one, fishing the pins out from the little can. She heard a tiny intake of breath and spun round, dropping the can and spraying pins across the floor.
A shadow was sitting on the bed.
Anna stared at it, moving her head from side to side, trying to get a sense of the shadow’s shape. It was small, with a body, and arms and legs and a head, though it didn’t seem to have a face.
‘Oh … hello,’ said the shadow. The voice was as familiar to Anna as her own.
‘Ellie?’ she whispered. ‘How … what …’ Her hands clenched to fists. ‘Are you another trick of the Enemy’s?’
She reached out to touch the shadow, but her hands fell straight through it. ‘Ellie … what’s happened to you? Are you … are you real?’
The shadow didn’t seem to hear her, head tilted up towards the blank wall. ‘I was trying to find a picture of … somebody. I can’t remember who.’
‘I’ve got them here,’ said Anna, holding the drawings up for the shadow to see.
‘I’m looking for someone,’ it said, the voice hollow and distant.
Anna sat down on the end of the bed. ‘Who? Finn? Seth?’
‘I … I don’t know.’
‘Do you know who you are?’
The shadow was silent a long time. ‘Ellie … Ellie Lancaster.’
As it spoke, Anna thought she caught a glimpse of green eyes. But when she looked again they were gone.
‘Do … do you know who I am?’ she asked.
The shadow turned its head towards her. ‘No.’
Anna felt a cold chill in her chest. She leafed through the pile of drawings, finding the one that looked just like the real Finn. ‘Do you remember who this is?’
The shadow stared at the picture. ‘No.’
‘What do you remember?’ Anna said weakly.
‘I remember … the Enemy.’
For the first time, Anna heard a tremble of fear in the shadow’s voice.
‘I remember … I had to bury it all deep down. I had to force myself to forget. The memories were too painful. There were all these people I knew, but I had to forget them too. Now I feel … I feel like … nothing.’
Anna squeezed her hands, to make sure she was awake. She looked away, counted to five, then looked back. The shadow was still there.
‘I wish I could remember them,’ the shadow said. ‘Maybe then I wouldn’t feel this way.’
Anna rubbed her sleeve across her face, the cotton scratchy on her skin. She still felt this could be a trick of the Enemy’s, or perhaps of her own mind. But she didn’t care.
‘I know who they are,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘Would you … would you like me to tell you?’
The shadow nodded its head. ‘Yes.’
‘Well.’ Anna looked at her lap. ‘There’s your younger brother, Finn. He was this cheerful, kind, loving boy. He looked a lot like you, and he loved telling jokes, and playing pranks on his friends.’ Anna shrugged. ‘It was actually quite annoying. One time, he moved the entire contents of my bedroom on to the roof. Including my bed. But whenever he played a prank on you, you knew it was because he liked you. And he did all these drawings, and you would pin them on the walls of your bedroom. Sometimes I think the whole reason he drew them was just to make you smile. You were his fiercest protector, and he loved you so much.’
She looked to the side. The shadow was totally motionless, but she could hear its little intakes of breath.
‘Don’t … don’t stop.’
‘Well …’ Anna fidgeted with her hands. ‘Then there’s your mum. I never met her, but you and Finn were always talking about her. She was this brilliant inventor – the best inventor there ever was, except for the one you’ll be when you’re older –’
Anna stopped as a pain stabbed at her heart. Ellie was never going to be older. She swallowed, and forced herself to keep going. ‘And she loved you and Finn. She once said that the two of you were her greatest inventions. And she invented some really amazing stuff too.’
Anna looked up at the shadow and thought she could see the faintest impression of freckles and pale skin. She took a deep breath. ‘And then there’s Fry, and Ibnet, and all the other orphans. You’ve always been a hero to them. People don’t think orphans can grow up to be anything special, but you proved that’s not true. You don’t know how often I find one of them bashing bits of metal together so they can “be just like Ellie”.’
The edges of the shadow had become sharper, less hazy now, and Anna spoke more quickly. ‘And then there’s Molworth and Viola … You haven’t known them that long, but they’re always talking about the things you got up to back on Shipwreck Island – like the time you put on a fireworks display for the sailors at the Vile Oak.’
In the shred of light coming through from the workshop, Anna picked out a few curls of straw-coloured hair on the shadow’s shoulders.
‘Then there’s Seth too, I suppose.’ Anna gave a little smile. ‘And, I’ve got to be honest, I didn’t like him much at first. I thought he was a big grouch, and I worried he was putting you in danger. But actually, he’s one of the bravest people I know. He once stopped a shark from eating us. He’s probably your second-best friend, though I bet he thinks he’s your first best.’
Anna looked at the shadow again. She felt sure she could see more of her now, if she really focused: the curves of her cheeks, her small lips, the way her nose turned slightly to one side. Anna’s eyes prickled.
‘And then there’s Anna,’ she said. ‘You met her when she first came to the orphanage, and you and Finn looked after her, and made her feel so welcome, even though she was angry at everything because her mum had just died. And you and her would spend days and days together, working on your machines, even though she was always trying to find new ways to distract you, because your mind was always getting stuck inside your inventions. And she is your loyallest, toughest, best friend, and she … and she …’ Anna took a deep breath, trying to stop the sob that was rising up in her. ‘She thinks you’re the most special person in the whole world.’
Anna’s head fell forward; she couldn’t keep the tears in any longer, her whole body shaking as she wept loud and bitter sobs. She felt like she’d swallowed venom.
She looked down and saw a small white hand hovering just next to hers. She followed a freckled wrist to the torn sleeve of a grey, stitched-together coat, up to a mess of blonde hair and a pale face with green eyes that watched her sadly.
‘Ellie?’ Anna whispered. She put a hand to Ellie’s shoulder, but still couldn’t touch her.
‘I remember them,’ Ellie said, then winced, clutching a hand to her chest.
‘What is it? What’s wrong?’
‘I’ve failed them,’ she said. ‘They were all counting on me to stop the Enemy. They needed me to protect them all, and I’ve failed them!’ She buried her face in her hands, and her body became shadowy again. ‘I … I – I should have –’
‘Ellie,’ said Anna firmly, ‘no one person is responsible for everyone else. Think of you and me, of Seth and Molworth and Viola and the rest. We work best when we’re all a team – we protect each other.’ Anna’s lips twitched. She thought of how grateful she was to have the others in her life, how they wouldn’t have been able to resist the Enemy if they hadn’t worked together. ‘It was unfair for you to have so much responsibility, when you were so young.’
Anna toyed with a rip in the sleeve of her blue jumper. She thought of Fry and Ibnet, how she would never expect them to take charge of the orphanage. How she would never blame them if someone got hurt, if something went wrong. ‘It was never your job to protect everyone.’ She could hardly get the words out, fighting with the sobs rising in her throat again. She felt a sense of sadness, but also relief to speak the words. ‘Your job is just to be you.’
Ellie’s outline sharpened, the colour flooding back in.
‘Thank you,’ she said.
Anna reached out to try and touch her cheek, moaning as her hand fell through nothingness.
‘None of this is real, is it?’ she said, hot tears on her face. ‘I’m just … just imagining you, aren’t I?’
‘I don’t know,’ Ellie said. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘Please don’t go. I don’t know what I’ll do without you.’
Ellie looked at her, and Anna thought she saw a trace of a smile on her face.
‘When the world seems dark,’ she said, ‘remember this: you are Anna Stonewall.’
Anna’s breath caught as she heard the words again. The last words her mother had ever said to her.
‘Ellie, come back,’ she said tearfully. ‘Come back, please? If anyone can do it, you can.’
But her body was growing fainter; Anna could see the grey stone behind her. ‘No, Ellie, please!’
When she reached out her hand, Ellie was already gone.




The Bonfire
The bell of the Inquisitorial Keep was tolling itself hoarse. It had been joined by another sound, a blood-curdling wail, almost human, that rose above the rooftops. Soon, the wailing and the bell mingled in Kate’s mind, and it was impossible to tell one from the other.
Kate and Viola followed the horrible sound through the rain-soaked streets, searching for the injured left in the Enemy’s wake so Kate could heal them. Fires were blazing across the City, unfettered by the rain, clouds of steam billowing into the sky. The hideous wail was joined by cries of pain, making Kate feel small and useless: she couldn’t be everywhere at once. Her efforts seemed so futile. The Enemy had won. Ellie was gone.
‘Kate, over here!’ said Viola, vaulting a fallen statue. She knelt by a woman lying against a burning butcher’s shop. She had a gash across her stomach and was holding the framed portrait of a man. She looked up at Kate deliriously.
‘It’s you, isn’t it?’ she whispered. ‘You’re the Queen. Or are you another ghost?’
Kate put her hand to the woman’s stomach. ‘My name’s Kate,’ she said. ‘Be still.’
‘I … I saw it,’ said the woman, looking down at the wound in her belly. ‘It had bone-white skin, and so many eyes. It did this. I … I don’t know how we can beat it.’
‘You’re going to be all right,’ said Viola, squeezing the woman’s shoulder. ‘We have gods on our side too.’
Kate looked at the wound and tried to imagine how it must feel. It wasn’t difficult. She closed her eyes and let the pain fill her up. When she opened them, the bleeding had stopped, and the wound was gone.
The woman put a hand to Kate’s face and began to cry in relief. Kate wanted to stay, but there were too many other people who needed help.
‘Get somewhere safe – now!’ Viola told the woman, as they helped her to her feet. The earth-shaking screech came again, stabbing at Kate’s thoughts. Viola pulled her aside, flattening them both against the wall.
But Kate saw it, for the briefest moment, through the driving rain. Slimy, glossy skin, like seaweed, and six trunk-like legs that crawled across the cobbles in a jerky, fitful movement. An eyeless face with a wide, tooth-filled mouth. It lurched away with another piercing wail, and there was a deafening crunch of stone as it tore through a building and into the street beyond.
‘Kate,’ Viola whispered, ‘I’m all for a fight, but is it a good idea for you to get so close to it? The people need you.’
‘Wherever it’s been,’ said Kate, ‘that’s where the injured will be.’
They ran up the street, keeping close to the wall, as the hideous wailing grew fainter. People were using ladders to climb up to their roofs for safety. Others were building barricades from tables, pianos and casks of ale. Some paused at the sight of Kate, noticing the trail of flowers that sprouted from the ground wherever she walked.
‘Look,’ said Viola. ‘More of those ghosts.’
She pointed to four men in wigs and colourful waistcoats, who would have looked much more at home on Shipwreck Island. As she watched, they walked past a bewildered-looking family, seeming to pass straight through them.
They’re spirits, spoke a voice in Kate’s mind. Something has damaged the Eternity Engine, and the spirits of past Vessels are leaking into the physical world.
‘Viola!’ came a shout, and they turned to see a large group rushing towards them. It was a bizarre assortment: Kate saw whale lords, with hats fashioned from stuffed octopuses and capes made from manta rays. She saw sailors sporting giant bruises from the battle, and even some of her own Wardens. At the front strode two giant men, Castion and Hargrath, bloodied, their clothes torn. Castion had a great gash across his chest, Hargrath a bandage covering one eye.
‘You’re alive!’ Viola cried, running towards them. Kate looked from one man to the other, letting their pain become hers. Hargrath touched a hand to his bandage. The gash across Castion’s chest closed.
‘What happened in the sewers?’ Kate asked.
‘We tried to hold it back,’ Castion said. ‘It could have killed us easily, I think, but it wanted to get up here fast.’
There was another wail from somewhere unseen; men and women covered their ears. Castion searched the rooftops, readying his sword. ‘Come – it must be destroyed. For a little while at least.’
They raced up the street, following the moans of the injured. St Ephram’s Square appeared ahead of them, where thirty Inquisitors stood in the pouring rain. The High Inquisitor was there too, his back turned to Kate and the others, straining to make his voice heard over the rain and the cries.
‘Go, noble sons of the City! This is your time! Slay the Enemy or die in the attempt. Sainthood awaits you!’
Kate looked at the faces of the Inquisitors. Some looked eager, others terrified. There was a piercing wail from the streets beyond, closer now, and one Inquisitor cried out in horror.
‘VANAHAUGH!’ Castion roared, his voice booming out across the square.
The High Inquisitor turned, his eyes narrowing. ‘Ah, it’s the child Queen, the traitor Inquisitor and …’ His lip curled. ‘Hargrath? I suppose it was only a matter of time before your mind finally cracked. Well then … a whole army of traitors.’ He looked back at his men. ‘They are agents of the Enemy. Destroy them.’
‘You would fight us, Vanahaugh?’ Castion said. ‘When the actual Enemy is out there?’ He addressed the Inquisitors. ‘Listen to me, all of you: too long has the Inquisition sown fear and distrust in the City. Too long has it served the Enemy and not the people.’
‘Ignore these two,’ said the High Inquisitor, sneering. ‘The Enemy broke them. They were too weak to face it. Too weak to …’
He trailed off as he saw Hargrath marching towards him. ‘What are you doing, Killian?’ he snapped. ‘I order you to stand down! Men, restrain this madman!’
Three Inquisitors rushed to defend Vanahaugh, their swords raised. But Hargrath just kept coming. They shrank away, and Hargrath reached out his massive hand towards the High Inquisitor, whose grey face had turned paper white, his eyes bulging as Hargrath lifted him up by the neck, then strode to the doors of the Inquisitorial Keep. The Inquisitors ran after him, gripping their swords with trembling hands.
Hargrath turned to face them, Vanahaugh spluttering in his grip. ‘This man would not die for any one of you.’
Castion stepped forward, his voice ringing out clear and strong. ‘We must leave behind fear and distrust and division. We must trust each other. Will you fight us, to save the High Inquisitor, or will you join us, to fight the Enemy and protect the people?’
The Inquisitors stared at each other. From the surrounding streets, the sound of a woman crying echoed across the square. One by one, they lowered their swords.
Hargrath shouldered open the doors of the Inquisitorial Keep and slung the High Inquisitor carelessly across the threshold. He withdrew a key from his belt and locked the doors. Hargrath turned and glared round at the men in black coats. ‘The Inquisition has ended. There is only one true Enemy. We must not invent more.’
‘Come!’ said Castion, calling to the Inquisitors, the whale lords, the sailors and the Wardens. ‘Come, brave people of the City and Shipwreck Island. We will face it together.’
Viola cheered, and the others joined in, punching their fists in the air, until they were cut short by another distant, ear-splitting wail. Castion led his new army forward, and Kate and Viola ran to join him.
‘No,’ said Castion. ‘You must stay safe,’ he said to Kate. ‘We will send the wounded to you. Viola, can you guard her?’
‘Of course.’ Viola beamed at Kate. ‘Who would have thought I’d be protecting the Queen?’ She nudged Kate’s shoulder. ‘At least now you’re actually useful.’
Kate gave her a nervous smile as Castion’s army marched away from the square. She noticed a crowd of city folk who had followed the trail of plant life and were gazing at her in amazement.
‘Er, Kate?’ Viola edged closer to her. ‘What do you reckon that is?’
Kate turned and frowned at the strange vision before her.
A fire had appeared in the centre of the square. A tall pile of logs giving off no heat or steam from the falling rain. A dark figure stood at its base, cradling itself. It seemed to be made of shadow.
Kate and Viola shared a glance. ‘Another ghost?’ Viola said.
‘I think so,’ said Kate, though there was something familiar about the way the figure stood.
You must help her, said the voice in Kate’s mind.
Kate nodded. ‘Wait here,’ she told Viola. ‘It can’t hurt me.’
She stepped towards the fire, hearing it crackle and spark. An ember floated towards her, then passed harmlessly through her skin. Kate looked at the shadowy figure. ‘Ellie?’ she said.
The shadow’s head snapped towards her.
‘You,’ it said, flinching away. ‘Leave me alone.’ Her voice was hollow, and frightened, and Ellie’s.
‘Ellie,’ Kate gasped. ‘What’s happened to you?’
‘You betrayed me,’ the shadow whispered, and Kate saw Ellie’s features flicker clearly into view before swirling back to shadow. ‘You were my friend, and you hurt Seth, and you hurt me.’
‘I …’ Kate swallowed. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’
‘We could have done so much good together.’
‘I know, Ellie,’ said Kate. A stinging pain prickled her insides. ‘I … I made so many mistakes.’
‘I saved your life,’ the shadow muttered. ‘Why did I save your life? Why was I so STUPID!’
Kate shook her head. ‘You weren’t stupid. You were kind. You’ve always been kinder than me.’
The shadow turned away, mingling with the smoke from the spectral bonfire.
‘I was scared!’ Kate called out, and the shadow turned back to face her. ‘I was so scared that people would try to take things from me, like they took my mother. I was scared that people would see I was a fraud. But you believed in me, encouraged me. You find the good in everyone.’
The shadow stepped towards her. Kate thought she could see the outline of messy curls.
‘You showed me what I could do,’ Kate continued. ‘You … you made me believe in myself, for the first time. And I’m so sorry I treated you like I did. You deserved much more from me. You helped me, and you helped Shipwreck Island.’
The shadow flickered in the light of the bonfire, and Kate caught a glimpse of freckled cheeks. She took a deep breath. ‘You once told me that you loved me. But I didn’t know what that meant, because I loved my mum, and it didn’t do her any good, and my love only made it worse when I lost her. I didn’t know how to love anyone.’
The shadow recoiled. ‘You only ever wanted to use me. When you found out what I really was, you tried to kill me.’
‘You’re right – I did use you. And I used Seth. But, Ellie, you … you were the best friend I ever had, and I do love you, and I will always regret what I did to you. You meant so much to me.’
The shadow bowed its head. ‘I’m nothing to anyone,’ she said. ‘Just the Enemy’s Vessel.’
Kate stepped forward. ‘You are so much more than that. You’re creative, and imaginative, and strong, and you’re always looking for ways to improve things for everyone, to make the world better. You are more than a Vessel. You’re an inventor. You’re my friend.’
The shadow looked at her, and Kate perceived green eyes for the first time, and pale freckled skin, and a timid smile. The fire grew dim, then faded to nothing.
‘I wish I could do more,’ Kate said, and found tears tumbling down her cheeks. She looked at her feet. ‘I wish I’d done more to save you. If I hadn’t betrayed you … if I hadn’t been so stupid, then …’ She sobbed. ‘Then you would probably still be here.’
Kate looked up, and found Ellie staring back at her. Kate reached for her hand, but her fingers fell right through.
‘Kate,’ said Ellie. ‘I need your help.’




Her Greatest Invention
She stood by the Angelus Waterfront, on the rooftop of the Chapel of St Bartholomew, wondering where the sea had gone.
Normally, only the very top of the chapel poked above the waves. But now she could see right down the side of the City: thousands and thousands of rooftops and worn-out statues, encrusted with oysters and dried seaweed.
‘Finn?’ she called, her voice echoing across the strange, unsunken world. ‘Finn?’
She didn’t understand: the sea had been there; she and Finn had gone out fishing in their rowing boat almost every day. And one time he’d fallen in because of a big tuna, and lost the chain of keys and seashells that he’d worn round his neck. It had given him a distinctive jangle, so you always knew when he was coming. It was probably somewhere on the sea floor now.
She looked about herself, remembering that she kept a drawing of his in her coat pocket. Only she didn’t appear to have pockets, or a coat, and her whole body seemed to be made of shadow.
‘Ellie?’
She spun round, her heart leaping excitedly at the thought of seeing Finn. But it was some other boy – a tall, handsome boy with brown skin and messy, spiky black hair. He had tears on his cheeks, but was smiling for some reason.
‘I thought I might find you here,’ he said. His voice was deep and strong.
‘Who’s Ellie?’ she asked.
The boy winced. ‘You are,’ he said. ‘Your name is Ellie Lancaster.’
She blinked. ‘Really? I’ve never heard that name before. Where’s my brother? He should be here. Also, do you know where the sea has gone?’
The boy hopped down to the rooftop, walking across the slate towards her. He had very good balance.
‘Do I know you?’ she asked.
The boy nodded and forced another smile. ‘This is where we first met.’
‘It is?’
He nodded. ‘You pulled me out of a whale.’
She laughed. ‘That’s ridiculous. A boy would not survive inside a whale: there’s no air to breathe.’
‘Well …’ He shrugged. ‘I’m not a regular boy. My name is Seth. It sounds like the sea. Anna thought so, anyway. She was the one who first called me that.’
‘Anna?’ she said. The name was vaguely familiar. For a moment, she felt like she was somewhere else entirely, sitting on an unmade bed in a dismal grey room. A girl sat next to her, with a tangled mess of ginger hair and a big blue jumper. The girl spoke in her head.
He once stopped a shark from eating us.
‘How do you know my name is –’ She felt a twinge of embarrassment. ‘What did you say it was again?’
‘Ellie Lancaster,’ said Seth. ‘Short for Eleanor, but nobody calls you that.’
She shook her head. She didn’t have time for this strange boy, who she was fairly certain she’d never met, whatever he claimed. ‘I’m sorry, but have you seen my brother? He’s got sandy hair and wears this necklace of shells and keys. Actually, he lost that in the sea. It must be all the way down there now.’ She peered over the edge of the rooftop. ‘Do you know where he’s gone? He was right here.’
‘He still is,’ said the boy. ‘He’ll always be a part of you. You just need to find your way back to him.’
She scowled. ‘You talk in riddles, strange boy. How long have I supposedly known you?’
‘Less than a year, actually.’ Seth shrugged. ‘Though it feels much longer. We spent a lot of that time living together. We were on a raft for three months, just the two of us.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘I think I’d remember that. This is all some prank, isn’t it? I’m good at spotting pranks, you know – my brother plays them on me a lot.’
Again, the ginger-haired girl spoke in that dismal grey room. One time, he moved the entire contents of my bedroom on to the roof. Including my bed.
‘It’s not a prank,’ said Seth. ‘We invented lots of silly games together, to pass the time. Your favourite was one where we took it in turns to come up with our hopes for the future, and decided whose hope was better.’
She smiled at this. ‘That does sound like a nice game. Was I any good at it?’
Seth smiled too. ‘You were the best. I could never keep up with your weird imagination.’
‘I don’t feel imaginative right now. I … What was my name again?’
‘Ellie Lancaster. You’re an inventor, and you’re my best friend.’ He bit his lip. ‘Anna might say otherwise.’
Again, she saw herself on that bed, with that ginger-haired girl. Then she saw herself in a new place entirely: a cobbled square, full of shabbily dressed people, where a tall golden-eyed girl stood before her with tears on her cheeks.
You are more than a Vessel. You’re an inventor. You’re my friend.
‘I don’t understand. How can I be in three places at once?’
Seth looked sadly at his feet. ‘You’re … You’ve been … broken.’
‘Broken?’ She shook her head crossly – this boy was full of nonsense, and had clearly not spent any time in the university library like she had. ‘That’s impossible: it defies all physical laws. My body can’t be in three places at once.’
‘I know,’ he said, and took a step towards her. ‘Look.’ He went to take her hand, only his fingers passed straight through hers.
She jumped backwards. ‘What’s going on? Are you a ghost?’
‘I’m real,’ said the boy, seeming to choose his words very carefully. ‘Ellie, your body isn’t in three places at once, but your soul is. Your soul is broken, and your body is … gone.’
‘That’s ridiculous. If my body was gone, then that would mean I’m dead,’ she explained, looking pointedly at the boy. He held her gaze a moment, then his eyelids flickered, and he stared at his feet again. She felt cold and hollow, as if she’d just stepped into shadow. ‘No. No, I’m not dead.’
Seth turned away, and for a moment seemed unable to speak. He took a slow breath and opened his mouth, each word a great effort. ‘We need to put the pieces of your soul back together.’
‘And then … then I’ll be alive?’
Seth had to pause again before he could speak. ‘No,’ he managed. ‘You won’t have a body. But, before you died, you asked me to find the pieces, so that’s what I’m going to do. Where else can you see yourself?’
‘I’m with this girl with ginger hair … and this other girl with golden eyes.’
Seth smiled weakly. ‘That’s Anna and Kate. Do you know who they are? Do you know who Anna is?’
You met her when she first came to the orphanage, and you and Finn looked after her, and made her feel so welcome.
‘I … I think so?’ She nodded, then clutched her chest, seeing the girl again – Anna – standing alone, left behind on a cruel black island.
‘I abandoned her.’ She stared at Seth. ‘I left her all alone! I was her best friend and I left her!’
‘No,’ said Seth. ‘You had to leave the City for your own safety, and Anna chose to stay behind because she had responsibilities of her own. She didn’t feel abandoned by you – she loves you.’
She thinks you’re the most special person in the whole world.
‘What about Kate?’ said Seth. ‘Do you remember her?’
She looked at the golden-eyed girl in the cobbled square, then saw herself somewhere else entirely. She was running across the hull of a ship the size of a mountain, and the golden-eyed girl – Kate – was chasing her with a sword.
‘She wanted me dead!’ The memories flared through her veins. ‘She was my friend – I thought we were going to make the world so much better, but she threw it all away. She hurt me, and –’ She saw a sudden flash of a boy twisting on a cold marble floor, howling in agony. ‘And she hurt you! She could have killed you, Seth!’
She tried to push the memories back down again so they couldn’t hurt her. Seth held out his hands just above hers. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She hurt us both. I know it feels overwhelming, but you can’t keep burying these memories; you have to try to understand them.’
‘But remembering them is too painful!’ she cried.
‘I know,’ said Seth. ‘But you must. These feelings are hard, but being numb isn’t living. These things are part of you, and if you bury them, you’re burying part of yourself. What Kate did was terrible, but she’s trying to make things right.’
I’m so sorry I treated you like I did. You deserved much more from me.
‘No, I can’t do it. I don’t want to remember.’ A chill raced through her bones, and she became aware of an immense darkness lurking over her. She shivered. ‘I don’t want to remember … it. I want to forget everything. I deserve to be forgotten.’
Seth gave her a sad smile, reaching up a hand to touch her cheek, and wincing when it passed right through her. ‘I understand,’ he said, and for a while he said nothing, just breathed calmly in and out, like the gentle lapping of waves. ‘When I first met you, I was so angry, and lonely, and I didn’t know who I was. And I was so afraid of what I could do, and then of what I had done. Because I had to do something terrible once, to save the world from something even worse. And … and I will always have done those things, and these terrible things will always have happened to me. But you helped me to remember who I was. You helped me piece myself back together, and taught me that there is still so much in the world to care for. And you were so patient, and calm, and kind. You just wanted to help me. And now …’ Seth looked out to the horizon. ‘Now I know exactly who I am. I am all the different people I’ve been. And some of the people I’ve met along the way too. I’m all these different parts … and one of those parts is you. And I am so grateful for that.’ He met her gaze. ‘I’m so grateful that a part of me is you.’
He took several more slow breaths. ‘I was too afraid to try this before,’ he said. ‘But look – look what I can do now, because of you.’
There was a deep, low rumble to the east and west. She noticed for the first time that the sea lay far out on opposite horizons, in two towering walls of water, their roaring like distant thunder.
‘What … what are they doing out there?’
But even as she spoke they were moving, collapsing like mountains of melting snow.
‘Are they … are they coming towards us?’
Seth was silent, his breathing steady. The walls of water crashed towards the City, and the slates of the roof rattled beneath her. They came so close that she could see the swirls of froth, and the dark shapes of massive sea creatures. Then they slowed, and swept in gently, filling up the endless streets below, rising neatly round the Chapel of St Bartholomew, round her ankles.
She watched in wonder as a dark shape surfaced close by, a jet of water spraying high into the air. The whale rolled on its side, showing the white ridges of its belly, raising its flipper as if in greeting, then vanishing beneath the surface.
‘That … that was amazing!’
Seth looked out to sea and raised his hand. Faint blue swirls danced across his arm. There was a tiny splash and something leapt towards him, jangling as he caught it.
‘Finn’s necklace!’ She laughed, trying to touch it. Her hand fell straight through.
‘I’ll keep it safe for you,’ said Seth. ‘But now … you need to put the pieces of yourself back together.’
She winced. ‘I’m not ready to remember those things again.’
‘Yes, you are,’ said Seth. ‘You’re the bravest person I know. You can do this. The pain is part of who you are, part of who we all are. But you can pass through it to find joy again. Who are you?’
I am all the different people I’ve been. And some of the people I’ve met along the way too.
‘I’m Anna Stonewall,’ she said. ‘I’m Hannah Lancaster and Finn Lancaster. I’m Molworth and Viola and Fry and Ibnet and even Castion.’ She swallowed. ‘I’m Kate.’ She looked at Seth, and smiled. ‘And I’m you. I … am Ellie Lancaster.’
Ellie looked down at her hands, and saw that they were no longer shadow, but pale and freckled, the fingernails slightly chewed. She became faintly aware of a bed beneath her, even though she wasn’t sitting, and cold cobblestones under her feet. She saw Anna watching her with tear-filled eyes in her grey bedroom, and Kate standing before her in St Ephram’s Square, and Seth watching her on the chapel rooftop.
‘What will happen, Seth, after I put the pieces back together?’
Seth gave a sad smile. ‘You’ll be whole.’
‘But that’s not enough,’ she said, and again she was aware of that dark, cold presence. A snaking realization curled in her mind. ‘The Enemy has manifested, and soon the Eternity Engine will have enough power to remake the world.’
‘I …’ Seth said, and he closed his eyes. ‘I know. But I don’t know what can be done to stop it.’
Ellie looked at Seth as he turned away in sorrow, and at Anna as she cried upon the rumpled bedsheets, and at Kate as she gazed hopelessly.
‘But I do,’ said Ellie.
She looked down at her hands, at the pattern of freckles on her skin. She had too many hands: three times too many. She was in three places and needed to be in just one.
So Ellie let herself remember. She saw Seth howling and twisting on the marble floor of Kate’s chambers, as Ellie knelt over him. She focused on her love for him, and how the pain of that moment had come from that love. She saw Kate chasing her, sword in hand –
You … you were the best friend I ever had, and I do love you, and I will always regret what I did to you.
– And Ellie remembered the anguish in Kate’s eyes for the first time, the hesitancy and fear and frustration of a girl who had been forced to be a queen, to hide who she really was to protect her people.
And, finally, Ellie saw the Enemy. The Enemy that had mocked her in her workshop, when she’d been only ten, and crying every night for her lost brother. The Enemy that had threatened to kill Seth, and Anna, that had overseen Kate’s downfall. The Enemy that had twisted Ellie’s every thought, and convinced her that she was evil and worthless, and broken her body into pieces. The Enemy that had stolen her childhood. Stolen her life.
She tried to search for some shred of goodness, anything to help the wounds to heal. But there was no goodness in the Enemy.
Except for the fact that she could beat it.
Ellie looked down and saw that her left hand was almost just one hand again, her right hand too. She realized then that she would have to choose which of the three places for her spirit to belong in. She smiled at Seth, and tears spilled down his face. He reached out his hand for her, but St Bartholomew’s Chapel faded, and then he did too.
‘Ellie, come back,’ Anna was saying. ‘Come back, please? If anyone can do it, you can.’
But the bedroom faded, and Anna with it, and Ellie was left standing in St Ephram’s Square, before Kate and a crowd of confused, frightened people. Kate reached for Ellie’s hand, and her fingers fell right through.
‘Kate,’ Ellie said. ‘I need your help.’
Kate’s eyes were wide in amazement. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course. Anything.’
‘You’re the Vessel to the God of Life,’ said Ellie. ‘I need its power.’
Kate looked at her own hands, then back at Ellie, her eyes widening. Ellie could see an idea forming in her mind, an eager, reckless thought.
‘Okay,’ she said.
Kate reached out, focusing on Ellie intently. Her hand hovered over Ellie’s chest.
Ellie gasped as she felt something flutter inside her, like a bird waking from sleep. It twitched, then thudded wildly, then slowed to a quick, steady pulse. Heat poured from her heart like molten lava, new blood pumping through new veins. She felt electricity shoot across her skin, and tiny new hairs on her arms and her neck stand on end. She felt the cold air swirl upon her face, and raindrops exploding outwards as they pattered on her head.
She blinked, and felt her eyelashes brushing the raindrops across her cheeks, her wet hair tickling the top of her ears. She touched one hand to a dimple on her cheek, and to her nose, which turned slightly to the side.
Ellie reached out for Kate’s hand, and Kate gazed in wonder as their fingers met. Ellie shivered, her new body soaked through with icy rain. Kate pulled off her cloak, wrapping it round Ellie’s shivering form, in shock at what she had done.
Ellie listened to her tiny, busy heartbeat, and became immediately aware of another hammering rhythm inside her head, like all the metal in the world being ground together. She saw the endless rows of spinning cogs and clanking, churning pistons.
The Eternity Engine.
Then she heard a roar – an ancient shriek of pain and fury and outrage. The crowd in St Ephram’s Square clapped their hands over their ears, and a voice screamed in Ellie’s mind.
What are you doing? You cannot be back! You don’t deserve to be back. You have made everything worse. This is all your fault!
She heard the distant scraping of stone, and the breaking of slate. She felt it flying through the streets towards her, bounding over anyone who tried to block its path.
Ellie let the drumming of the Eternity Engine fill her mind.
No! roared the voice. The Engine is mine. You don’t deserve to control it. You deserve only to die.
She heard a wet slithering sound, as all around her black tendrils wormed their way out from between the cobblestones, hissing at her in threat. They jerked suddenly and shot towards her, and Ellie yelled out.
‘NO!’ she cried, and the tendrils paused, inches from her face.
Ellie – you have no right to control them. Think of the terrible things you’ve done. Think of the pain you’ve caused.
The memories swirled in Ellie’s thoughts, and she saw faint lines glow on the back of her bare arms.
Yes. That’s right, the voice said, with a hint of pleasure. Remember. Remember Kate’s betrayal. Remember your mother dying because she’d tried to help the world. Remember the Inquisition putting Seth on a fire. Remember your brother twisting in his bedsheets. Remember all the pain and suffering you’ve caused just by existing as my Vessel.
The lines on Ellie’s skin grew brighter. She cried out as the memories burned inside her: every terrible thing she’d ever seen, or done, or had done to her.
‘Ellie!’ Kate cried.
What a joy, Ellie, what a joy! hissed the voice in her mind. Such a gift you’ve given me: to kill you twice. But once your soul is shredded, and the pieces of you bicker endlessly in the spirit realm, at least then you won’t have to remember these horrible things any longer. At least then your agony will end. But for now: remember! Remember the past, and remember the future: an eternity of suffering of your own creation.
Ellie heard another hideous wail and sensed it drawing near – felt the heat of its breath, smelled the stench of the blood that slaked its skin. She closed her eyes, its footsteps rippling beneath her feet as it strode into St Ephram’s Square. She heard the screams as people fled from its path.
Ellie cried out and the black tendrils responded, hissing through the air towards the Enemy.
Juddering to a sudden halt.
No, said the voice in her mind, as the tendrils swerved back in Ellie’s direction. No, Ellie. You don’t deserve to win. If you had only turned yourself in to the Inquisition. Look around at all the pain you’ve caused; if you had only died three years ago, none of this would ever have happened.
Ellie felt the lines on her skin flare brighter, as the Enemy tore towards her with another hideous shriek.
But you chose to live.
Ellie felt Kate tug at her arm, and turned distractedly, not hearing Kate’s words, just seeing the tears on her cheeks, and the fear in her eyes.
You chose to live. And what good has that done?
Ellie thought of Seth, and his words echoed in her mind, infinitely gentler than the Enemy’s: You helped me piece myself back together, and taught me that there is still so much in the world to care for.
She thought of Anna, and heard her too, struggling to speak through her tears: Please don’t go. I don’t know what I’ll do without you.
And then, Ellie let all her memories fill her up. Good memories and bad: everything that had ever happened to her, everything that had made her what she was. She heard the screams from the City around her, and felt their pain too. She saw the faces of the people in the crowd, saw them shield their eyes as the lines on her skin blazed. But it didn’t matter. The lines could burn as bright as the sun. Ellie would not break.
‘These bad things all happened,’ Ellie whispered, thinking of her mum, her brother, of Seth and Kate and Anna. ‘They will always have happened, and they will always hurt. But they are a part of who I am. I am Ellie Lancaster, and the world is a better place with me in it.’
There was an ear-piercing screech that cracked the cobbles and shattered the windows around the square, as a hundred black tendrils encircled the Enemy and dragged it to the ground, its body cleaving through stone and spraying up clouds of dust.
Stop! it screamed in her mind, as the tendrils tightened their grip. Ellie, stop! You deserve this – you deserve to let me kill you!
But Ellie paid it no heed. Instead, she reached out again to the Eternity Engine – felt all its million cogs and pistons.
And through it, she could see everything.
She saw the churning ocean beyond the City, shoals of fish darting eagerly round clocktowers, eels wriggling down alleyways and whales casting shadows across cobblestoned streets. She threw her mind out further, into the depths of the sea, passing the farming islands that reached up and broke through the surface. But there were so many other mountains too, huddled in the deep. It seemed to Ellie that they were just waiting to emerge.
She opened one eye to look at Kate, who was watching her in mingled awe and terror. Ellie took her hand. Then, she cast her mind across the City, to the Chapel of St Bartholomew. She found Seth halfway, racing towards the square.
‘I need you both to help me,’ she told them. ‘I need your help remaking the world.’
Stop this, Ellie! cried the Enemy. You’ve no right. You’ve no right!
Ellie stretched out her mind into the Engine again, felt the mountains waiting beneath the waves. With a thought, they began to rise, moved by the power of the Eternity Engine. She felt the ocean roar in agitation, refusing to be denied its dominion over the world. Then the seas calmed, parting to admit the mountains, and Ellie was aware of another mind, so close to hers, quieting the seas with his will.
‘Seth,’ Ellie whispered.
The mountains rose, and Ellie heard the distant creaking of stone. She squeezed Kate’s hand, and saw the mountains bloom with life, as flowers and saplings burst from the red soil, vines crawling over the rock.
NO! the Enemy screamed. This is not your world. Ellie, stop this!
Ellie turned her attention back to the Enemy, and the black tendrils pulled tight round its body.
No! it cried. Let me go! You mustn’t do this, Ellie. Let me go!
The threads of black metal tightened further.
NO! the Enemy cried. LET GO, ELLIE!
It screamed as the tendrils burrowed through its skin and into its flesh. The crowd watched, breath held, clutching one another. There was a heartbeat of pure and total silence.
‘You deserve this,’ said Ellie.
And the Enemy exploded in a shower of black fire and flakes of ash, leaving an inky black void that shrank smaller and smaller, then vanished entirely.
Ellie was faintly aware of cheering, and heard Kate whisper beside her, ‘You … you did it. It’s … it’s gone.’
But there was still more to do. Ellie thought of the spirit realm, and immediately saw it in her mind: the empty, dry wasteland where the gods had once thrived, now just a graveyard. She saw the Enemy’s black castle and, on the far horizon, a tumbling kingdom of seawater.
She felt a swell of sadness at what she had to do next, and the Eternity Engine responded with a growl of metal that shook the foundations of the City. Black tendrils burst from the dead earth of the spirit realm like grass. They curled round the ruins where gods had once lived. They wrapped about the Enemy’s castle. Then the tendrils began to glow. Faintly at first, then with searing gold, filling the infinite expanse of the spirit realm with their light. Ellie felt the wandering, restless ghosts around the City sigh in gratitude, then vanish. The light across the spirit realm turned blindingly bright, leaving only an endless whiteness, and then … nothing.







And, with the spirit realm gone, the Eternity Engine gave a last groan as its cogs slowed, then stopped spinning. The hammering of metal fell quiet in Ellie’s mind, and she lost all sense of it entirely. St Ephram’s Square came fully back to her, the rush of wind, the fall of rain. She heard more cheering and jubilant applause, and found herself crying: with sadness, and joy, and hopefulness.
For the first time in so long, Ellie knew what it was to truly feel again.




A Long Overdue Reward
Anna stared at Ellie’s empty bed, rubbing her eyes and thinking over the strange conversation she’d had with a shadow.
‘No … it was her,’ she said, taking a slow breath. ‘It was her,’ she said again, less convinced this time.
She jumped as a pounding on the workshop door shook the bed beneath her. She leapt to her feet, bristling with sudden excitement, racing from the bedroom and vaulting a workbench.
But it was Molworth standing outside, Fry and Ibnet jostling behind him.
‘Oh, it’s you,’ Anna said, trying to cover her disappointment. Molworth had dried himself, poorly, his hair sticking up in all directions. His eyes were bright and he was bouncing on the balls of his feet. ‘Wait, what are you doing in the street?’ Anna snapped. ‘Get back inside now!’
Molworth pointed up towards the peak of the City. ‘Listen. The bell has stopped ringing.’
‘So?’ said Anna, herding all three back towards the orphanage. ‘Maybe the Enemy destroyed the bell.’
‘But … we can’t hear it, either,’ said Ibnet, glancing nervously about.
Anna strained her ears. Gulls screeched merrily overhead, a weathervane creaked, and a soothing, familiar whisper rustled through the streets.
‘The ocean,’ said Anna, a thrill dancing up her neck. ‘I can hear the ocean again!’
‘Anna, wait!’ Molworth squeaked, as she dashed off along Orphanage Street. All about her, tufts of grass poked out from between cobblestones, and tiny golden motes swirled lazily in the sunlight. She heard Molworth sneezing from several paces behind.
‘Dratted pollen! Anna, what’s going on? Are you okay? Look, I’m so sorry about Ellie. I –’
‘I saw her,’ said Anna, turning round. ‘In her bedroom.’
‘Really?’
‘I mean … I think so.’ Anna swallowed. ‘I could see her, but I couldn’t touch her.’
Molworth gave her a patient, quietly sceptical look.
‘I did see her,’ Anna insisted, racing ahead. She could taste sea salt as she burst out on to St Rafe’s Street, overlooking the Salvation Waterfront. She juddered to a halt, leaning against a railing for support.
Gazing at the new world before her.
The ocean was a vibrant green-blue in the sunlight, greener than it had ever been before, the waterfront daubed with fresh seaweed. But it was the horizon that drew her attention. Wherever she looked were jagged shapes, some close enough to make out the red earth, others a blue haze in the distance.
‘New islands,’ Anna whispered.
‘How?’ said Fry, her mouth hanging open.
Molworth grabbed a dandelion from between the cobbles, staring at it in wonder. ‘It’s … it’s Kate,’ he said, then sneezed again.
‘I thought she could just make plants grow?’ said Ibnet. ‘How is the sea back?’
‘Oh, that must have been Seth,’ Molworth said dismissively, like this was a much less impressive feat. ‘He can control the ocean.’
‘But then … who made those new islands?’ said Fry. ‘What other god could have done that?’
Molworth and Anna shared a glance. Molworth crept closer to her and held out the dandelion. ‘On Shipwreck Island, if you blow on one of these, you get to make a wish,’ he said gently.
Anna thought back to what she’d seen in Ellie’s bedroom. She shook her head. If the Enemy had manifested, then Ellie was gone.
Dandelion seeds blew past her face. She turned to find Molworth holding the stem.
‘You stole her wish!’ said Ibnet accusingly.
Molworth shrugged. ‘It was the same wish.’
‘Wait!’ said Anna, looking up towards the City peak. ‘Do you hear that?’
There was a faint cry. Not of fear or pain, but celebration. Then came another, closer this time, and then a third from just a few streets away.
Anna raced up a winding stairway, the others chasing after her. They climbed higher and higher into the City, the shouting growing louder, rumbling through the stone. They emerged on to a bright street where people were creeping warily from their homes, staring up at the City peak. Finally, Anna could make out the words.
‘It’s over!’
‘It’s gone!’
‘THE ENEMY IS DESTROYED!’
Molworth gasped. Ibnet cheered, and Fry punched her fist into the air, then joined Ibnet in a victory dance. Anna stood still, the words washing against her but leaving no mark.
‘Anna?’ said Fry. ‘Why aren’t you excited?’
Anna forced a smile for their benefit. She knew she should feel happy, but her insides were numb.
Molworth linked his arm in hers and they carried on up the side of the City. People tumbled out from behind barricades, crying with relief and sweeping up their neighbours in tight hugs. Children inspected the new plants sprouting from between the cobblestones. Seeds and flower petals fluttered through the air.
‘Who destroyed it?’ a man yelled down from his window.
But nobody seemed to know. The crowd was flooding up towards St Ephram’s, and Anna shoved her way through with the others in tow. They passed a wooden platform, and Anna half expected a preacher to appear and shriek at them. But the platform stood empty.
‘It was the Vessel!’ came a shout: a tiny girl bouncing out of an alleyway, flowers in her hair. Anna frowned. Fresh mutters spread through the crowd.
‘What does she mean, the Vessel? How could it be the Vessel?’
‘The Vessel destroyed the Enemy!’ came a new shout – an aristocrat still in his dressing gown, racing barefoot through the streets, red-faced with delight.
Anna felt a hot bubble of excitement in her chest, but pushed it down. She knew better than to get her hopes up. She squeezed through the bustling, gleeful crowd, and St Ephram’s Square opened up around her. People were pointing at the Inquisitorial Keep, and she craned her neck to see over the jostling shoulders.
‘The statue!’ they cried. ‘The Enemy’s statue is gone!’
To her right, Anna saw a teetering pile of black Inquisitors’ coats, growing taller as men came forward, unbuttoning their coats and flinging them on to the heap, their faces a mix of resolve and relief. The crowd cheered with each new coat.
Suddenly Anna could see the cobblestones of the square again. Sailors and whale lords had formed a line to keep the crowd from advancing any further.
‘Please, if you could just keep back, thank you!’ said one whale lord – Lord Archer, his ship hat askew on his head. ‘Ah, except for you, Stonewall,’ he said to Anna. ‘Lord Castion wants you right away.’
Sailors ushered Anna forward, and she grabbed Molworth’s hand and pulled him with her. Beyond the line, people were crouched wherever she looked – some of them sailors who’d fought in the battle, others wearing the silver armour of Shipwreck Island. Many were bandaged, their faces smeared with dried blood, but, as far as Anna could tell, none of them were in pain.
Every single one of them was gazing at a tall, beautiful girl slumped in a rusted metal chair. Her long hair was tangled and filthy, her eyelids heavy with exhaustion. Seven pale, gaunt men and women stood round her protectively, and Anna jerked as she realized these were the Sentinels, with their helmets removed.
Molworth yelped in delight, and Kate’s eyes opened. She gave them both a weary grin, and was helped to her feet by one of the Sentinels.
‘My Queen!’ Molworth cried, racing towards her.
‘I’m not a queen any more, Oscar,’ she said, lifting him into a hug.
‘Yes you are,’ said Molworth, his cheeks bright red, his face flooded with tears.
Looking down, Anna noticed that while there were new flowers all around St Ephram’s Square, there were no plants growing at Kate’s feet.
‘What’s happened?’ said Molworth, rubbing his eyes as he noticed the same thing. ‘Why aren’t …’
‘I can’t do that any more,’ said Kate, still wearing a tired smile. ‘The spirit realm is gone, and that was the source of all the gods’ powers.’
‘Oh,’ said Molworth. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘You know,’ said Kate, smiling, ‘I really don’t mind.’
‘Kate …’ Anna said, in a pained whisper. ‘Wh-where …’
She couldn’t say any more, but Kate seemed to understand. She bit her lip, pointing to the centre of the square, where a tight circle of people had gathered. Anna frowned, then stepped cautiously towards it, a simmering excitement in her chest. Standing at the edge, deep in conversation, were Viola and Castion. Viola saw Anna and her eyes widened in delight. She darted forward to take her arm.
‘I was just about to come and get you!’ she said, sharing an eager glance with Castion.
‘What’s going on?’ said Anna uncertainly.
Castion smiled at her, his eyes wet. For the first time in all the years Anna had known him, he looked happy. ‘For you, Anna Stonewall? A long overdue reward.’
Viola took Anna’s hand and led her through the jubilant crowd. ‘Out of my way!’ she yelled. ‘Saviours of the City coming through!’
Anna saw happy, smiling faces turn her way. They hastened to part for her, and she came into an open space in the middle where people were keeping a respectful distance.
Sitting on the ground were two figures, huddled together. The boy looked more tired than Anna had ever seen him, but at peace, as if he’d been awake for a year and could finally rest. Sitting next to him was a small bundle of a person, draped in Castion’s large green coat.
Seth looked up, and Anna noticed that his eyes were no longer as vividly blue as they’d once been. He gave her a tired nod, and gently nudged the figure sitting next to him.
The coat fell away, and Anna let out a sudden sob as she saw the girl underneath. Her eyes were bright and green, her smile wide and delighted. She wore a necklace of keys and seashells that Anna knew very well.
Anna took a small step backwards. It was another trick. It had to be.
‘Ellie?’ she whispered.
Then the girl leapt to her feet, rushed towards Anna, and hugged her so tightly Anna thought she might break.
‘Anna,’ said a voice by her ear, a voice that spread through her, as warm as summer sunlight.
Anna burrowed her head into Ellie’s shoulder, holding her best friend as close as she could. She had no idea how long they stood there for, and didn’t much care.
She wanted to stand there forever.




The New Beyond
There was a squeak of wheels as the workshop door rolled open.
‘Ready?’ said Anna, poking her head through the gap.
Ellie dashed between the workbenches, patting her pockets to make sure she had everything she needed. She was still getting used to her new coat. Her old one had been lost in the depths of the sewers, but Molworth, Fry and Ibnet had made her a new one from dark green cloth. It had even more pockets, and a much nicer smell.
‘I think so,’ said Ellie, glancing about. Much of the workshop had already been packed up and carried away by Castion’s men. She looked up at the massive sea turtle skeleton hanging from the ceiling, which Seth used to enjoy sitting on, and at the bannisters of the library that had been broken years before, during Anna and Ellie’s great battle with the seagull that had come in through the window.
‘It will all still be here when we get back,’ said Anna. ‘Come on.’
Ellie slung her bag over her shoulder and followed Anna outside, Finn’s necklace jangling with each step. Molworth, Fry and Ibnet were waiting for them in the street, along with Matron Stileman and Matron Fitzpatrick, and what looked like every child from the orphanage. The younger orphans were rubbing tears from their eyes.
‘Molworth,’ said Ellie, noticing he was still wearing his pyjama bottoms. ‘Shouldn’t you be getting ready to go back?’
‘Oh.’ Molworth shuffled his feet uncomfortably. ‘Well, um …’
‘Molworth’s staying!’ Anna announced, beaming at him fondly.
He shrugged. ‘I’ve asked Kate to make sure the Royal Oak is looked after, but … I never really had friends my own age back on Shipwreck Island, being an innkeeper and all. I think I’d rather stay here and be a child.’
‘And you’ll be an excellent one,’ said Anna, gripping him proudly by the shoulder. ‘Speaking of which …’ She straightened up. ‘Before Ellie and I leave on our important special mission, there is a small ceremony to be performed.’
Molworth glanced about uneasily, as the other orphans shared conspiratorial smiles, then formed a circle round him, their heads bowed solemnly. Molworth sneezed. All the pollen in the air was really affecting him, though he claimed he didn’t mind. He said it would always be a reminder of what Kate had done for the world.
‘What’s going on?’ he said, wiping his dripping nose. ‘What is the meaning of this?’
Anna raised an eyebrow. ‘On your knees,’ she said, and he frowned, then lowered himself to the ground.
‘Oscar Molworth,’ Anna said seriously, ‘in recognition of your bravery during the Great War against the Enemy, I hereby name you leader of the Orphanage Street orphans.’
Molworth blinked in shock. ‘But … that’s your job. You’re in charge of the orphans!’
‘Actually,’ Matron Stileman grumbled quietly, ‘I’m in charge of all of you, though you never act like it.’
Molworth got to his feet, turning to look at the others. He glanced at Anna. ‘It’s just until you get back, though, right?’
Anna shook her head. ‘I think …’ She shared a glance with Ellie, who smiled at her encouragingly. ‘My time in the orphanage is over. But I know I’m leaving it in capable hands. Anyone who can handle an inn full of drunken, violent sailors can probably handle Fry and Ibnet.’
Fry and Ibnet grinned at each other, as if this were a challenge. Molworth punched his palm with his fist. ‘Well, well, well. I guess things are about to change around here. For one, Monday nights we will now be serving orange-peel pie instead of cabbage.’
‘That’s not for you to decide,’ said Matron Stileman.
‘And you will all refer to me as Lord Molworth,’ he continued. ‘And if anyone so much as –’
He yelped as Anna swept him up in her arms, squeezing him until his face turned radish-coloured. Then she hugged the others one by one, finishing with Fry and Ibnet, who clung to her, weeping, until the matrons had to prise them off. Ellie and Anna waved goodbye, and didn’t stop waving until they’d rounded the corner, and the orphans, the orphanage and the workshop vanished from view.
They walked through the City streets in comfortable silence: a silence won from years of friendship. Many people bowed to them, while children giggled and whispered to one another.
‘That’s Ellie Lancaster!’
‘Pff,’ said Anna, blowing hair from her face. ‘Why aren’t they saying “That’s Anna Stonewall”? I’m just as important.’
The streets were so much more colourful now – the people of the City had gone to great effort to redecorate, filling their balconies and windowsills with flowerpots, hanging garlands of blossom round the shoulders of statues. In some streets, Ellie felt like she was back on Shipwreck Island.
Many wounds from the battle were still visible, though. Down a lane they passed one of the many buildings the Inquisition had razed. Now the charred ruins were braced with scaffolding, and a team of tall, austere men were diligently rebuilding. Ellie recognized an ex-Inquisitor who had once chased her along an alleyway. She spotted an older man, even taller than the others, kneeling to lift a heavy slab of grey stone. He had sunken cheeks and piercing brown eyes flecked with gold, and trailing from one leg was a chain with a black metal weight on the end of it. Altimus Ashenholme’s eyes flicked towards Ellie as she passed, and she met his gaze. He nodded to her, expressionless, then returned to his work.
Standing before the scaffolding was a huge, broad-shouldered man dressed simply in a tunic and dusty trousers, a new tinge of pink in his pale cheeks, a tiny sparkle in his eyes. Hargrath rubbed his chin approvingly as his team slid a column into place. He saw Ellie and Anna, and bowed.
They waved back uncertainly. ‘He almost looks happy, doesn’t he?’ said Anna.
Seagulls screeched overhead, and Ellie heard the cheerful yelling of sailors as they neared the Great Docks. In the rooftops above, something was conspicuously absent. The Clocktower of St Angelos had been dismantled and, at Ellie’s request, a statue raised in its place. Two statues, in fact, of two men standing side by side, staring out to sea. Ellie had been pleased at how quickly they’d been sculpted, and suspected Castion and Hargrath were somehow behind it. A plaque beneath the statues read:
IN HONOUR OF CLAUDE HESTERMEYER AND PETER LAMBETH, WHOSE LOVE OUTLASTED THE DARKNESS.
The Great Docks stretched out beneath them, echoing with the sounds of hammers hitting nails, and saw teeth scraping wood. New ships were being built in a hurry so that the City could fish again, and set sail to the new islands that Ellie and the Eternity Engine had raised out of the sea. Ellie couldn’t remember exactly how many islands she’d made – her memories of what had happened when she’d taken control of the Engine were hazy, like trying to recall a dream. But the islands were out there. Waiting to be explored.
Wooden scaffolding grew from the waves in the distance, workers climbing over it as they set about the daunting task of rebuilding the Lancaster Wall. Closer in, anchored at the end of two long walkways, were a pair of new ships, the first to be finished, both ready to set sail. Ellie and Anna clattered down the steps to the wide street on the waterside. Sailors smiled at Ellie and Anna as they passed. Far along the docks someone cried out: ‘MAKE WAY FOR THE GREAT INVENTOR!’
Ellie smiled uncomfortably, her ears going hot as sailors clapped and cheered.
‘Stop being so shy,’ said Anna, bowing deeply and blowing kisses. One sailor darted forward, presenting Anna with a rose. ‘Um … thank you, Dimitri,’ she said, her face turning bright red. She looked fixedly at her feet as she walked away.
‘Stop being so shy,’ Ellie said with a grin, then quickly steered Anna aside before she walked straight into a walrus sunning itself on the cobblestones.
‘I’ve never been given a flower before,’ Anna whispered in a daze. ‘I feel like a lady.’
‘Well, mind the seagull droppings, Your Ladyship,’ said Ellie, steering Anna once more. Halfway along the street, Castion stepped out from the courthouse and bowed to them.
‘I am really, really enjoying all this bowing, I have to say,’ said Anna.
‘All ready for your journey?’ said Castion.
‘I think so,’ said Ellie, patting her pockets again.
Castion knelt down so he was level with them. ‘I would tell you both to be careful … but I think you know better than me how to take care of yourselves.’ He opened his arms, then paused, uncertain. Anna punched him in the shoulder and hugged him, then Ellie hugged him too.
‘See you later, old man,’ said Anna.
Castion smiled. ‘I hope you’ll forgive me for not coming with you, but with the Inquisition gone, and Vanahaugh in prison, there are many details the City Council needs to iron out. However, I am handing control of your ship to my new, and extremely capable, first mate.’
Ellie and Anna shared an uncertain glance. ‘Who?’ Anna said.
‘Me.’
They both jumped, turning to find Viola standing right behind them, wearing an impressive deep-blue coat that fell to her ankles, and a large, three-cornered hat topped with albatross feathers.
‘You work for Castion now?’ said Ellie.
‘Indeed,’ said Viola, affecting a lofty tone. ‘But not for long. Now that my Revolution has succeeded, I need a new goal in life. I shall become the youngest whale lord the City has ever known.’
‘Ha!’ Lord Archer snorted as he marched by with his sailors. ‘Can’t have a female whale lord – what a joke!’ he said, then quailed, seeing the fierce look Viola was giving him. ‘I mean … best of luck to you.’ He bowed deeply. ‘I’m sure you’ll do very well.’
There was a flurry of whispers up and down the docks, and Ellie turned to see a procession of men and women in silver armour descending from the City above. At their head was a very tall girl with long dark hair and a black dress. Ellie felt a slight tightness in her throat.
‘Right,’ said Viola. ‘I guess it’s time to set sail. Come on, you two.’
‘Go on without me,’ said Ellie, touching Anna’s shoulder. ‘I won’t be a moment.’
She hurried towards Kate, who smiled uncertainly as she saw Ellie coming. Ellie stopped a few feet away, and they watched each other. After a moment, Kate swallowed, and looked at the ground. Ellie took a hesitant step closer.
Kate cleared her throat. ‘Are … are you excited about your expedition?’
Ellie nodded, pushing her hair behind her ears. ‘Very much. Just imagine all those new islands, waiting for us to explore? Filled with the plants you put there. I suppose we’ll get to name each new island we visit.’ She gave Kate a wry smile. ‘Fancy a Kate Island?’
Kate’s cheeks reddened. ‘I don’t think I deserve that. But … maybe a Thea Island, after my mum?’
Ellie nodded eagerly. ‘Of course. Are you happy to be going home?’
Kate looked out to sea, her expression tinged with sorrow. ‘Not exactly. I have to fix the mess I made before I left. And tell my people that I don’t have any powers.’
‘You will stay Queen, though, won’t you?’
Kate frowned. ‘I … I don’t think –’
Ellie took another step forward. ‘You’ll make a good Queen. I know you will.’
Kate fell silent. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. ‘I think, though, even if I am to be Queen, I can’t be sole ruler of the island. I’ll form a council, like you have here.’
Again she fell silent, her brow furrowing. She looked at Ellie, then back at her feet.
‘What is it?’ Ellie asked softly.
‘We … we will see each other again, won’t we?’
Ellie smiled, took Kate’s hand in hers and squeezed it. ‘Of course.’
‘I … I would like that.’
They stood watching each other for a long moment, with just the wind, and the waves, and the creaking of sails.
‘Ellie,’ said Kate, seeming to choose her words carefully, ‘I can still see the God of Life. We can speak to one another. I can’t use her powers now that the spirit realm is gone, but … she’s still there. It’s nice, actually; she tells me stories about my mum.’
Ellie smiled. ‘That’s lovely.’
A little frown formed on Kate’s brow. ‘You’ll – you’ll be okay, though, won’t you? Because if I can still see the God of Life, then …’ She trailed off. ‘You know you can talk to me … one Vessel to another?’
Ellie nodded. ‘Thank you, Kate. Really, I’ll be fine. I can handle it.’
Kate smiled. ‘I know you can.’ She looked at the procession waiting patiently behind her. ‘It … it won’t be the same without you. You were the only real friend I ever had.’
Ellie felt a twinge of sadness, then searched her pockets, hoping to find something suitable to give Kate. She touched the chain at her neck and was struck by an idea. She undid it, the keys and seashells and brass figurines jangling together.
‘Here,’ she said, placing the necklace in Kate’s palm. ‘This belonged to my brother, Finn.’
‘Ellie,’ said Kate, ‘you can’t … Don’t you want something to remember him –’
‘I don’t need anything to help me remember him,’ said Ellie, putting a hand to her chest. ‘Goodbye, Kate. I … I’ll miss you.’
They hugged, and Ellie watched as Kate crossed the walkway to the ship bound for Shipwreck Island. With her were the handmaidens, and a tiny girl with a toy seal hanging from the belt of her dress, who took Kate’s hand as they boarded the ship.
‘Come on, Ellie!’ Anna roared from the other ship. ‘Adventure awaits!’
Ellie waved goodbye to Castion, then looked up one last time at the City, admiring the new flowers and grasses poking from the rooftops. Then she turned and hurried along the walkway towards the ship.
And as she did, a voice spoke behind her, in a low, bitter hiss.
‘You think you’re done with me, do you? You think I’m beaten?’
Ellie glanced over her shoulder and found a girl who looked just like her glaring back.
‘The spirit realm is gone,’ Ellie said simply. ‘Without it, you have no power, and nowhere to return to. When I die, you’ll die with me.’
The girl’s eyes were ringed red, full of resentment and hatred. ‘I’ll find a way. I always find a way. And when I do, you will know such suffering. I will defeat you. I will annihilate you, because I am –’ The girl frowned, staring about herself. ‘I am … I am …’
‘You don’t remember what you are, do you?’ said Ellie. ‘Not even your own name. You’re just a part of me now. A horrible, twisted part, but just me. And you will spend the rest of our life regretting the pain you’ve caused.’
The girl hissed, baring her teeth. ‘I will make your life a misery. I will never let you rest. You will fail. Your search for hope will fail, and I will be right here.’ She pointed at Ellie’s head. ‘Laughing as your dreams turn to poison, as your –’
‘Ellie,’ said Ellie, and the girl was swept away, like sand in the wind. Vanishing to nothing.
Ellie turned and boarded the ship, weaving between the hundred crates piled on the deck: crates of cogs, screws and screwdrivers; chemical jars and spanners and saws; sheets and sheets of copper and brass. The ship had been built to Ellie’s specifications and resembled a huge, floating workshop, with workbenches below deck and a glass bottom for gazing down into the ocean. She had named the ship the Hannah Lancaster.
In the rigging, Anna was swinging her legs back and forth as she boasted to the sailors below. ‘Yeah, so I beat Lord Castion in an arm-wrestle once. It’s not a big deal. Say, do you want to hear one of my poems?’
Ellie grinned, strolling along the deck, peering inside the crates to check nothing had been left behind. Then she paused, noticing a boy sitting on the prow of the ship, staring out to sea.
‘What’s it like?’ Ellie asked.
Seth turned his head, smiling as he saw her approach. He looked back out to sea. ‘I … I can’t feel it. I can’t feel it at all any more.’
Ellie sat down next to him. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘No.’ Seth shook his head. ‘I don’t feel sad. I mean, I’m sad that I can’t see my past selves any more, but …’ He was thoughtful for a long moment. ‘I feel like they’re at peace now. All the souls in the spirit realm. Varu, Leila, Hestermeyer.’ He looked fondly at Ellie. ‘And you did that. And the sea …’ He stared at the horizon, and Ellie noticed his eyes were almost their old colour again, reflecting the light from the waves. ‘I don’t think I ever realized how beautiful the sea is.’
Ellie smiled, then felt a tug of worry as she watched him. ‘And … and you don’t … don’t regret –’ she swallowed – ‘I mean … it doesn’t upset you …’
‘That this is the last lifetime I’ll get to live?’ said Seth, then he shook his head. ‘Not one bit. Besides, I have so much of this life left to live. Unless one of your inventions explodes and kills me.’
Ellie grinned. ‘I’ll try my best to make sure that doesn’t happen. Although I do have an idea for a rocket-powered swimming machine that fires harpoons.’
‘All right, losers?’ Anna said, stomping across the deck and settling down next to them, turning over a shark’s tooth in her palm.
‘Where did you get that?’ said Ellie.
‘Won it from a sailor.’
‘Arm-wrestling?’ said Seth.
‘Poetry competition.’
Ellie and Seth both laughed, and the three of them sat side by side, legs dangling over the edge of the ship, gazing at the new islands in the distance. A humpback whale rose from the sea, glistening in the morning sunlight. Then came a second, much smaller than the first. A tall jet of water rose from both mother and daughter whale before they sank back down beneath the waves.
‘Which island shall we go to first?’ said Seth.
Ellie shrugged. ‘Not sure. Hey!’ she protested, as Anna covered her eyes with both hands.
‘Point in any direction, and we’ll go there.’
Ellie waggled her hand around, then opened her eyes to see she was pointing at a seagull on the deck, glaring at them expectantly.
‘We’ll keep trying,’ said Anna. ‘What do you think we’ll find out there, anyway?’
Ellie stroked her chin. ‘Plants and soil. Lots and lots of both. Think of the islands as more of a blank piece of paper.’
Anna smiled. ‘And what invention are you going to draw on that paper?’
Ellie met Seth’s eye, and they shared a knowing glance. She took his hand, and Anna’s too, and looked out to the horizon.
‘A better world,’ she said.
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