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				Agamemnon Frost and the Crown of Towers
By Kim Knox

				Book three of Agamemnon Frost

				Edgar Mason is losing Agamemnon Frost despite everything they’ve been through—the passion, the torture, the heat. Frost’s fiancée, Theodora, is back, and Mason can feel his lover gravitating toward her. Every day he sees them together, it tears at his heart.

				Frost feels raw himself. His brother and sister-in-law are missing, and his guilt about failing to save Theodora from Pandarus eats at him. His feelings for Mason, whom he has put through hell twice already, just twist the screws tighter.

				On top of that, Pandarus and the Martians are back to make their final push to Earth, and Frost and Mason are duty bound to fight them. People are vanishing. Bodies are turning up burned beyond recognition in the slums. The bleak, human-less future Frost and Mason saw in the hollow ships has nearly come to pass.

				And in order to prevent it, each man will have to make a final choice: lose his lover or doom the world.

				Find out how it began in 
Agamemnon Frost and the House of Death.

				32,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				It’s possible I say this every year, but I love October. To me, this is the month that signals the start of a season of hot apple cider, evenings by the fire, and curling up on the sofa with a good book, dressed warmly in sweatpants and a comfy shirt and snuggled under my favorite fuzzy blanket. We at Carina Press can’t provide most of those things, but we can provide the good books, and this month we have more than a few good books!

				In Running Back, the highly anticipated sequel to Allison Parr’s new-adult contemporary romance Rush Me, Natalie Sullivan is on the verge of a breakthrough most archaeology grad students only dream of: discovering a lost city. Her research points to a farm in Ireland, but to excavate she needs permission from the new owner: the Michael O’Connor, popular NFL running back.

				If you’re like me, there are certain tropes in romance that you fall for every time. One of mine is the main theme of Christi Barth’s newest book, Friends to Lovers. (Gee, can you guess what it is?) Daphne struggles with revealing her longtime lust for Gib, sparking it all off with a midnight kiss on New Year’s Eve—only Gib doesn’t know it’s Daphne he’s kissed! Also in the contemporary romance category is First and Again by Jana Richards, which has a special place in my heart because this emotional story takes place in my home state of North Dakota.

				For months, this Red Cross head nurse has been aiding Allied soldiers caught behind enemy lines, helping them flee into the neutral Netherlands. It’s only a matter of time until she’s caught in Aiding the Enemy, a historical romance by Julie Rowe. If you’re a fan of Downton Abbey, be sure to check out the rest of Julie’s historical romances.

				We have two mysteries for readers to solve this month. British crime author Shirley Wells returns to the sleepy northern town of Dawson’s Clough with her popular Dylan Scott Mystery series in the next book, Deadly Shadows. And in Julie Anne Lindsey’s Murder by the Seaside, counseling is murder, but it’s never been this much fun.

				Erotic romance author Christine d’Abo brings us the story of Alice’s obsession with a brooding lawyer at her firm, which takes Alice on a journey of self-discovery through the rabbit hole and into the world of BDSM in Club Wonderland. Also this month, the Love Letters ladies, Ginny Glass, Christina Thacher, Emily Cale and Maggie Wells, round up five sizzling-hot stories to finish off their sexy stampede through the alphabet with Love Letters Volume 6: Cowboy’s Command.

				Edgar Mason is losing Agamemnon Frost despite everything they’ve been through—the passion, the torture, the heat. Frost’s fiancée Theodora is back, and Mason can feel his lover gravitating toward her. Every day he sees them together, it tears at his heart. Don’t miss Agamemnon Frost and the Crown of Towers, the conclusion to Kim Knox’s male/male historical science fiction trilogy.

				Because October is the perfect month for the paranormal, we have a wide selection of fantasy, urban fantasy and paranormal to share with you. In Jeffe Kennedy’s fantasy romance, Rogue’s Possession, neuroscientist Gwynn’s adventures in Faerie continue in the long-awaited sequel to Rogue’s Pawn. And in the sequel to Soul Sucker, a powerful magic user is stealing people’s faces in San Francisco, and empath Ella Walsh and shifter Vadim Morosov have been called in to investigate in Death Bringer by Kate Pearce. Also returning with another book in her Blood of the Pride series is Sheryl Nantus, with her paranormal romance Battle Scars.

				Combining futuristic fiction, fantasy and urban fantasy, Trancehack by Sonya Clark is a compelling cross-genre romance. In a dystopian future where magic is out in the open and witches are segregated, a high-profile murder case brings together a police detective and a witch with unusual powers that combine magic and technology. But dangerous secrets, a political cover-up, and the law itself stand between them. Don’t miss this exciting new world of witchpunk!

				Carina Press is pleased to introduce three debut authors this October. Science fiction erotic romance author Renae Jones gives us a Taste of Passion when lust strikes hard for Fedni, an empath who can taste emotion, but her off-worlder neighbor is horrified by the caste system that the former courtesan holds dear.

				Two urban fantasy authors debut with us this month. In Kathleen Collins’s Realm Walker, a realm walker hunts a demon intent on destroying both her and the mate who left her seven years ago. Also debuting in urban fantasy is Joshua Roots with his book Undead Chaos. When warlock Marcus Shifter performs a simple zombie beheading, he soon finds that the accidental framing of an innocent necromancer, falling in lust, and burning down a bar are just the beginning of his troubles.

				Regardless of whether you’re discovering these books in October or in the middle of summer, any time is the perfect time for reading, and I hope you enjoy all these titles as much as we’ve enjoyed working on them.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				To all the people who’ve been with me on this journey

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				1. St. Valentine’s Day

				2. The Laboratory

				3. The Quest for Clues

				4. Miss Holt Finds the Pattern

				5. Scotland Road

				6. The Body in the Cellar

				7. The Destruction of Greenbank Hall

				8. Barricading the City

				9. Before the Storm

				10. Stepping out into the City

				11. The End of the World, Part One

				12. The End of the World, Part Two

				13. The Surface of Mars and Other Curiosities

				About the Author

				Copyright

			

		

	
		
			
				1. St. Valentine’s Day

				Liverpool, 1891

				Mason took a steadying breath and pushed open the door to the library. He set the tray piled with cups, saucers, a teapot and that morning’s ironed papers on the small table beside the fireplace. He was Agamemnon Frost’s valet. His sometime partner in their fight against their Martian enemy. And nothing else. Absolutely nothing else.

				Some days it was hard to live with that fact. This was one of them.

				The familiar smells of the library hit his sharpened senses. Dried paper and the old leather binding the books that filled the mahogany shelves. The stink of brass cleaner and black from the fireplace, cutting through the hint of ash, coal and wood from the morning fire. Another smooth breath brought the lingering touch of Theodora’s floral perfume, blending in the warmed air with the scents of sandalwood, vanilla and macassar oil that marked out Agamemnon Frost.

				The latter caused Mason’s pulse to jump. He never tired of those scents, despite the strangeness grown between Frost and himself. Mason was his valet. But that morning, Frost had seen to himself, washed, shaved and dressed before he found his way, as usual, to his library.

				The chance to touch Frost, to brush lather against his skin, shave him, stroke lotions into the line of his neck, the straight line of his brow was something Mason treasured. Or had. Now they burned. Frost taking over his duties was possibly a relief to both of them.

				The teapot rattled and hissed steam, breaking into his thoughts. Its dial hovered around the hundred degrees centigrade mark. Optimum temperature. He poured steaming water into a cup. “Your morning constitutional, sir.”

				Frost turned in his chair, away from his desk, and his gaze narrowed. The little spark of sin, the one that always forced Mason’s mechanical heart to miss a beat, flared. His lips twitched. “Hardly that, Mason.”

				Mason hadn’t meant to almost...flirt, but they could slide easily into the familiar play of words. Innocuous enough. It disguised what he at least wanted and could never have. Theodora and the law stood squarely between them.

				Mason offered the cup and saucer, and willed his breathing to even as Frost drew his fingertips over Mason’s knuckles before taking the cup. It wasn’t an accepted touch. Not one that could be explained away, such as shaving him or straightening the hang of his coat. The illicit stroke—so rare since their hurried time together—branded him, firing the sensitivity that came with being an automaton, a bastard mix of man and Martian mechanics.

				Frost held his gaze and the seconds slowed, the heat and want fierce. What had brought this on? Mason fought not to wet his lips or to fist his hands. The sudden sharp ache in his flesh caught him, held him, and only deepened as Frost put the china cup to his mouth.

				The remembered taste of Frost burned anew on Mason’s tongue, and the urge to pull the man to his feet and shove him against the nearest wall beat with every fast thump of his heart. Because they could. Because the power in their alien-made flesh meant they could satisfy every craving...

				But even in the empty library they were not alone. The clatter of working maids in the adjoining room pricked his enhanced senses. “Do you require anything else, sir?” Mason heard the rawness in his own voice and held down a wince.

				Frost smiled around the rim of the cup. “I’m satisfied with this, thank you, Mason.”

				Mason turned back to the tray, willing his heart to slow. “I thought Theodora would be here.”

				“She will be shortly.” He put down his cup. “Was there anything in the despatches about the Crown of Towers?”

				England’s war against the Martians was a secret known only to a privileged few, so as well as being Frost’s valet, Mason had slipped into filling the role of the man’s secretary. Every morning he signed for the despatches, scanning through them for vital information. The clue handed to them the month before had become a daily priority. “Not a sniff. As usual.”

				Frost glanced back to the folded papers still sitting on the silver tray. “Then what’s today’s news?”

				Scouring the morning and evening papers—local and London—for any clue to the activities of the missing alien Pandarus was Frost’s new obsession in the moments he wasn’t caught up with Theodora. Pandarus and his creatures had to be stopped before the whole world fell before them.

				Mason handed him The Times. “There’s still no sign of the Bishop of Oxford.” Lord Dunstone had vanished a week ago. His housekeeper had found the bishop’s bed slept in, his clothes and sundries in place, but no other trace of him. Many newspapers were still running the story. “There are reports of an addled brain taking him out into the night.”

				Station X—the secret government department that employed both Frost and himself as Agents Achilles and Patroclus—was located in the bishop’s Buckinghamshire parish. Therefore they were taking a keen interest in his disappearance. “With the south still snow-swept, they’re reporting now he might have fallen into a snowbank and perished.”

				“I’m not convinced he’s dead.” Frost waved his hand to the cabinets lining a shadowed alcove. “I met him once. His mind wasn’t failing him then. That was, however, over ten years ago.”

				Mason glanced over the row of cedar cabinets, each drawer labelled with known or suspected officers of their Martian enemy. It was packed with documents, photographs, newspaper clippings, anything that added in the hunt for his creatures—the kardax, automata, and the hollowed-flesh koile. Identifying them was difficult. They were designed to mimic humanity, to slip into the lives of the skins they wore. The few Station X were sure of were those Frost had identified, including his own brother.

				Mason pulled Lord Dunstone’s drawer free of the cabinet and set it beside Frost on his wide desk. “You know he’s going to be on a steamer to South America.”

				The man snorted. “With some pretty bit of silk on his arm?” He levered open the metal securing the file and spread clippings and other papers before him. “Could Pandarus hollow out so old a man?”

				“You think him koile?”

				Frost shrugged as he flicked through the reports from Station X. “He’s what? Seventy-two?” He paused at a photograph agents had no doubt taken from the bishop’s palace. “He’s unlikely to survive a hollowing.”

				“And a transfiguration into an automaton?”

				Frost picked up the bishop’s photograph, the light from the gasolier gleaming against the paper. “No amount of Martian science could make that face handsome.” He dropped it back to the bundle of other papers. “And they do like their perfection.” He opened and refolded the broadsheet to the relevant article. “But still we must investigate his disappearance.” He frowned at the tight columns of print. “Amongst other things.”

				“Your brother.”

				Frost tensed. “Has there been news of him?”

				The whereabouts of Frost’s brother, Menelaus, was always Mason’s first task as he scanned through the morning despatches. Even as Frost dreaded his report.

				“Agents reported him back at Dyrford Park midafternoon yesterday,” Mason replied. Menelaus—believed to be one of the first automata Pandarus created—often simply vanished. They never knew where. Menelaus Frost was the enemy now, but he was still Agamemnon’s older brother. The fear was always with Frost that one day Menelaus would disappear completely. That Pandarus’s use for him would end. Whilst he was alive, there was the hope—one day—that Frost could save him. “From what they can trace, he appeared in his Belgravia town house Thursday night and ordered his pair-landau to drive through the early hours.”

				Dyrford Park—the seat of his wife’s family—was a place of safety. He always travelled out from there by conventional means. The fact eased Frost’s mind.

				Frost pushed out a slow breath. He traced his finger down the latest article chronicling the disappearance of the bishop. “Is this related? Yet...I can’t see what use an old man would be.” Frost looked to him. “Are they connected?”

				Mason blinked. He was asking him? He didn’t have a quarter of the man’s brilliant mind. “I’m simply a tin soldier. I don’t have your skill.”

				“Mason...” Frost dropped his newspaper to the table and sank back into his chair. “You have insight. An ability to make intuitive leaps.” He stood and Mason fought not to take a back step. “You feel.” Frost pressed his hand to Mason’s chest, and he drew in a tight breath, his heart beating hard. Frost was mere inches away, crowding Mason’s senses. “Feel in a way that I cannot.”

				The familiar ache that had burned in Mason for over a month flared. Frost’s hand, still firm against his chest, lifted with his every breath. Mason could almost feel the heat of his heavy palm through the smooth material of his waistcoat and shirt, and the familiar scents of Frost wrapped around him.

				A dark smile pulled at Frost’s mouth, the little spike of devilment making Mason need to taste him, to kiss away that touch of pure sin. “I would—” Frost stopped and his fingers curled into a hard fist. He stepped back and all promise of something more fell away. “We have company.”

				The library door opened and Theodora swept into the room, her expression bright, her fingers turning a slim box over and over, fiddling with the tied ribbons and smoothing over the white tissue paper. Her smile grew as her gaze fell on Frost. “Good morning, Agamemnon.” Her attention shifted to the orderly arrangement of papers on his desk and a frown creased her mobile face. “Have you been here all night?”

				“An hour.” He nodded to Mrs. Forsythe, who slipped silently into the room to take up her usual place in a chair before the fire. The matron had been drafted in from Station X. A woman who could be trusted with Theodora’s secret and would give society the impression that the engaged couple were acting appropriately. “Only that.”

				Theodora’s dark eyes narrowed on him and the line on her brow deepened. “Agamemnon...”

				Frost grinned, something warm and easy, and it tightened Mason’s heart. “Can I distract you with a present?” He rose from his chair and moved to pick up a large box, wrapped in red marbled paper and bound in a profusion of ribbons and lace. He deposited it on the table beside Mrs. Forsythe’s armchair. “A present within a puzzle.”

				Joy bubbled over, Theodora’s body almost shimmering with movement, and her smile lit up her face. “I adore puzzles.” She pulled in a breath and lifted her chin. Her gaze flickered to Mrs. Forsythe, who gave a slight nod. “I have a present for you.” She blushed and stepped forward. “Mason was kind enough to advise me on what you would especially love.”

				Mason’s gut twisted and he hoped the heat that flared within him didn’t show on his face. Theodora had bustled up to him earlier in the week with a bundle of pound notes and the knowledge that appearance was everything to Agamemnon Frost. He himself had picked out the gift at the jewellers...and he didn’t want to dwell on the hard pleasure buying a Valentine’s gift for Frost had brought him.

				He stepped back, moving closer to the door of the room where the maids were still working. This was Theodora’s moment. Not his.

				She had lost her family, her home, herself because of what Pandarus did. Her mind had been wiped clean, holding no memory of herself as a mechanical soldier, a kardax for her Martian master. She deserved what scraps of happiness she could find, what future she could grasp.

				Mason’s insides cramped and he hated the wrench of jealousy that soured him. Theodora was Frost’s fiancée. He had known that for more than a month. Accepting it was an entirely different matter.

				Frost took the box. “Thank you.” His gaze slid to Mason, and the look caught in his chest. “Thank you, both.”

				He teased open the ribbon and uncovered the slender leather box. He pushed back the hinge to reveal a golden cravat pin decorated with a sapphire. “Mason, if you would...” Frost picked the pin from the box, its precious stone sparkling in the golden light of the gasolier. His request forced Mason forward.

				His hand was steady as he eased free the pin already holding Frost’s grey silk cravat. He tucked it into his waistcoat pocket. Frost’s gaze pricked against his skin, but Mason dared not look up as he repinned the silk. His pulse thudded. Mrs. Forsythe watched them. Her disapproval stabbed the back of his neck. Whether it stemmed from the easy familiarity of master and servant or the way the air could crack between them, he didn’t know. Probably both.

				“Is it straight? You know I can’t abide a crooked cravat pin.”

				Mason glanced up, Frost’s fashion-plate mask always drawing him. His lips twitched into a smile. “Straight as a rule, sir.”

				“Thank you.” The words were softer than they should be and held a warmth that tugged at Mason’s guilt.

				“Can I break the puzzle, please, Agamemnon?”

				Mason pulled in a tight breath and quickly fell back to his previous position beside the open door. Theodora stood next to the large box. Excited heat reddened her cheeks and her fingers stroked over the fine blue wool of her dress. Never still, always moving with nervous energy.

				“Enjoy your gift, Theodora.”

				She matched his grin with a brilliant smile of her own, before her mobile hands moved over the paper, tracing patterns as she murmured snatches of words. Her delight was obvious. Mason risked a glance to Frost and found him watching the young woman, a shine of delight in his eyes.

				Mason stared at the pattern of the ornate rug, happily willing himself out of the library. This was his future, a witness to their lives, and he hated his own bitterness. They deserved to be happy together.

				The voices of the maids in the adjoining room caught his keen hearing. He clung to the distraction.

				“So did you dream at all?” The little scullery maid, Alice, shovelled coal from one scuttle into another. Whoever she was with made no reply, but she carried on. Mason held back a wry smile. It was difficult to stop the girl talking at the best of times. “Me? St. Valentine’s eve and not a peep. Dead to the world I was.” With a groan, Alice pushed the shovel in and dug out more coal. “Not one flicker of that new lodger at Mam’s, Mr. Herbert Edward Chase.” His full title came out on a sigh.

				She was trying to grab a normal life. Mason hoped she found it.

				Alice had straightened—the pop of her bones audible—and she drew in a hiss of pain. The shovel clattered into an empty scuttle. “And what about you?” Her voice dropped to a whisper, but Mason picked it out even above Theodora’s laughter and sudden clapping. “A certain valet...”

				“Hush, you!” Mary, the little tweeny, spoke for the first time. Mason closed his eyes and tried not to sigh. That went a long way to explaining Mary’s blushes and the shy smiles she often gave him. “Anyway, I thought you said that Herbert Chase had soulless eyes.”

				Alice’s voice was still wistful. “Only in certain lights.”

				“And the courts are always dark.”

				Both maids had grown up in the slum courts near Scotland Road. Mason had a similar start in life. Dank and dark rooms, with too many people crammed into infested, tumbledown terraces, the stink of the outside privies cutting through the rags blocking the broken windows. Still, people chased happiness...

				Mason frowned. Alice had kept this man Chase a secret. He’d have to be investigated, as were all associations staff made. Station X was strict on such matters. The secrets and the work of Greenbank Hall were of national importance. Global importance.

				“Mason, have you seen the incredible gift Agamemnon has made for me?”

				Distracted by the maids, he’d missed the opening of Theodora’s present. “No, miss.” It was petty to be envious and so he laced his fingers before him and presented her with the blank expression of the dutiful servant.

				She picked up a curve of copper, thick with dials and toggles, and in a rustle of her skirts she stood back from the table. The uncertainty fell away from her face as her hands moved over the metal. The kardax within her shone through, clever, hard, focused.

				From the shadows of the box movement flickered. Mason fought down the violent urge to grab Frost and haul him from the room. Low whirring, as if a bee had trapped itself, ran through Mason’s nerves.

				Mason blinked. Frost was an inventing genius—a talent sharpened by the transfiguration of his body—creating marvels for Station X. But this? The rapid clank and whoosh of wings and the flail of rounded metal arms and legs tugged a smile from his mouth. An ungainly cupid tumbled without grace, lurching through the air towards him. A deliberate act rather than the inaccuracy of Theodora’s touch, and that made it all the more endearing.

				It shone bright copper in the light of the gasolier, a bow and arrow held in tight, fat fists. Seams of light drew lines on its metal skin, evidence of the Martian knowledge at its heart.

				“What do you think?” Theodora grinned at him, joy shining from her. “Isn’t he wondrous? And you can see—” she freed a hand from the controlling metal curve she held, her mobile fingers drawing shapes in the air, “—the light on his skin. The beautiful pattern. How, over and over again, it forms the electron configuration of copper—”

				“Theodora.” Frost was on his feet, his own sure hand covering and stopping the rapid movement of hers. He eased the control away and brought the cupid to land on his desk with a heavy thunk. He looked towards Mrs. Forsythe, who was also standing. “I think it’s time for breakfast.”

				Theodora smiled at him, her changeable face slipping once more into an unaffected young woman. “You promised me something sweet today.”

				Frost brought her delicate hand to his mouth to drop a light kiss against her pale skin. The blush to her cheeks deepened. “And it will be waiting for you in the breakfast room.”

				Mrs. Forsythe pressed a guiding hand to Theodora’s elbow, Mason opened the door and a moment later they were gone.

				Frost wiped a hand across his mouth and leaned back heavily against the edge of his desk. “She...sees things. Flashes. Patterns. And her mind spins inwards, caught in some strange loop.”

				Mason’s palm itched with the need to stroke a reassuring line along Frost’s shoulder. “She’s improving—”

				“No, she isn’t!” The words were a whip and Frost swore under his breath. He let out a slow breath and straightened. “Mason...”

				The touch of Frost’s fingers on his jaw stilled him, and Mason couldn’t fight the need to close his eyes. Frost’s thumb teased across his jaw, so close to his mouth it taunted him and forced the familiar ache through his flesh.

				Frost took a step closer, the brush of his coat and promised heat of his body tantalising. But Mason didn’t open his eyes. If he did, then he would see the desire in the other man’s gaze and it would break him. Frost belonged to another now.

				“I promised her, promised them both.” Frost’s breath touched his lips in the ghost of a kiss. “I have to care for Theodora.”

				“I know.” Mason stepped back, drawing away from the temptation of Frost’s fingers and mouth. “Do you need anything else?”

				Frost’s arm dropped, his hand a fist. “When it’s only us...”

				Mason couldn’t stop the bitterness of his smile. “It’s never only us.” He collected the rest of the newspapers from the tray and placed them on Frost’s desk, deliberately straightening a creased corner. “My mind is quiet.” He tapped his temple. “We’re safe for now.”

				“It’s not—” Frost paused and slipped his hand into his coat. He pulled out the slim copper communications device, the ektaxis, that connected him to their commander, Nestor. The image of the man was a hazy, flickering picture above the metal. Frost let out a long sigh. “Nestor, she’s fine.”

				“Achilles, this communication has nothing to with Briseis.” Nestor’s normally rounded tones were quick and stressed.

				Frost winced. He never used the code name their commander had given Theodora. It irritated Mason too. “Nestor...”

				“Her name is the least of our concerns. Damn it, Achilles! It’s your brother. Menelaus has vanished from Dyrford Park.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				2. The Laboratory

				Frost stilled and his hand tightened around the metal. “You’ve lost him before, Nestor. A number of times. Last week in fact.” He snorted, but it sounded forced. “We’ve lost a slew of suspected automata in the last month. They turn up again.”

				“He’s never disappeared from there before.” Nestor brushed his thick fingers over his white moustache. “And it’s not simply him. His whole household has gone. Selina was kardax, but we never had it proved whether his staff followed them into transfiguration. We have to make that assumption. We believe they’re koile.” For a long moment he was silent. “Or that they are dead.”

				“Their being koile makes the most sense. Sewn with Pandarus’s laws and instructions, they’d be under the complete control of my brother and his wife.” Frost had started to pace over the thick rug, his mouth thinned and his face tight. “What did the agents see? Does this have any connection to the Crown of Towers?”

				Pandarus had made the obscure reference when he conversed with his Court, those they believed to be his superiors. Nothing Station X had pulled from the Martian information mechanes they’d captured had shed any light on it.

				Nestor was silent. Mason could almost feel the slump in the heavy man’s shoulders. “We’re still no further on that blasted thing! Whatever the Crown of Towers is, that information is buried deep in Pandarus’s machine.” He straightened and his rounded voice became clipped. “His household followed all the familiar movements last night, even down to the three turns the butler gives the key in the front door lock at midnight.” He drew in a breath. “Then, this morning, silence. The servants didn’t stir. There was no smoke from the chimneys. Agents went in an hour ago. As yet they’ve found no one.”

				“There was no shield?”

				“Not a shimmer of it.”

				“And they’re still hunting?”

				“Dyrford Park is a large house.”

				“I have to—” Frost strode towards the door and stopped. “Nestor. A moment.” He cut the connection to the commander and swore. “I’m caught, Mason.”

				“How so?” The aeolipile engine—yet another invention taken from the Martians—would be ready for them on the lawn in a matter of minutes. It could fly down to Gloucestershire, with War Office permission, in under an hour.

				“Theodora.” Her name came out raw.

				Frost had promised to spend Valentine’s Day with her. A fist tightened in Mason’s gut that the man should put her before the disappearance of his brother.

				“You can make the day up to her.”

				Frost blinked and then frowned. “You think I care about food and flowers?” He wiped his hand across his mouth before he pointed a finger. “You?” A bark of laughter escaped him. “I need you at Dyrford Park with me. Your instincts. To examine everything they left behind. But—” his sudden smile was dark and twisted, “—if I do that, then I leave Theodora unprotected. And if I leave you here to protect her, or simply send you to Dyrford—” he jabbed a hard finger into Mason’s temple, “—Pandarus will come out to play.”

				Mason winced. The voice of Pandarus had been in his head from the time of his transfiguration into an automaton. A betraying devil in his skull that Frost pushed back. “His voice has been silent for weeks.”

				“Because I haven’t let you out of my sight.”

				Heat coiled in Mason’s gut, wanting that statement to be true, but he put such wishful thinking from his mind. “I can take one of those devices, walk through the house and grounds and describe...” His voice trailed away as he found Frost staring at him. “What?”

				“Yes. Yes, you can.” Frost disappeared out into the passage and Mason followed. The lightwell caught him, grey February dullness edging his features before Frost disappeared down the servant stairs that led directly to the cellars. “Mason!” His voice echoed. “The laboratory.”

				Mason took to the stairs, the dark wood creaking with his heavy steps. He rarely ventured down into Frost’s laboratory. Few did, thick walls and heavy metal doors marking it out from the cellars that the engineers had used to house enemy prisoners in their electrified cages.

				The tunnels and cellars were quiet and cool, the brick and stone etched in a sure grey light in Mason’s changed vision.

				Mason stretched his fingers. The arch of the tunnel pressed against him, the heavy scent of brick, the hint of mould and the persistent drip of water flicking hard against his sharp senses. He gritted his teeth at the metal scrape of the hinges. A door groaned and more metal scored the stone floor.

				“Nestor.” Frost’s voice echoed back. “To save time I’m tying your men into my equipment here.” Flicks and whirrs, followed by the clank of moving gears and cogs cut back into the tunnel. Wood groaned and there was the tinkle of thin glass breaking. Frost cursed.

				“We need you there on the ground—”

				“This is the best I can do.” Flint edged Frost’s voice. “The best I will do.”

				“Achilles...”

				Mason stopped in the doorway. Frost’s laboratory was a white-walled mishmash of machinery, instruments and chemicals. Milky-blue light glowed from sconces fixed to the brick walls, and the salty taste of the sea was thick on the cool air.

				“I’m not leaving Greenbank Hall.”

				“It’s your brother!”

				Frost stilled, his knuckles whitening against the slim brass and copper of the ektaxis device he held. Nestor’s greyed image rippled. “And I will do everything within my power to find him, to find his wife, to find his staff. However, I still have obligations here. I will not leave my house unguarded.”

				“You have a shield to protect the Hall.”

				“I am not leaving her.”

				“I’m ’shipping a battery out to you now. It’ll be there before noon.”

				“Do as you please.”

				“Achilles!”

				The censure in Nestor’s voice forced even Mason to wince. Frost pressed a hand to his face and pushed out a slow breath. “I apologise, Commander. I can’t leave...Briseis,” he bit out the hated name, “and she’s too fragile to accompany us. I can’t expose her to Pandarus’s games yet. This will work, Nestor.”

				Their commander stroked knotted fingers over his moustache. The flickering image showed his hooded eyes and tight expression. “Find us something and you can stay.”

				“Understood. Achilles out.”

				Frost threw the device onto the cluttered bench behind him. He straightened his shoulders and turned to one of the walls. A sheet of polished steel covered it, the evidence of a bricked-up archway in the curved lintel and pillars stretching around the dull rectangle.

				Cabinets stood at right angles to the wall. Mason frowned at them, at the solid backs, silvered with lines of ancient cobwebs. The flagstone floor was cut with two curves of dulled rails, corresponding metal wheels sitting under the edge of the two cabinets.

				“Something hidden?”

				“More for my convenience.”

				Frost turned back to the bench, lifting journals, magnifiers and the broken innards of a clock until he pulled free a copper disc. The device resembled the machine Theodora had used to control her flailing cupid. He ran his fingers over its dulled surface and the air changed, a charge of static pushing against Mason’s skin. The metal on the wall shimmered, forming patterns like oil on water, and unease deepened the rush of electricity under his skin.

				“Is this Pandarus’s work? The screen from his cellars?”

				“A modification. This will amplify the ektaxis and take us through Dyrford Park as Nestor’s agents lumber about.” A smile tugged at his mouth. “Though our eyes, ears and brains are infinitely superior.”

				The colours shifting across the metal merged, and greyed shapes pushed out into the laboratory. Noises hissed and overlapped each other—the distorted sounds of breathing, of footsteps with their continued squeak of cheap leather, of the brush of long coats. Mason identified four men.

				“Calchas, Machaon, Eudoros and Akamas.” Frost named the four agents, and the metal screen quartered. Ornate staircases, the house’s china closet, a long gallery and the low eaves of a shared maids’ room rippled and then settled into slow movement.

				Patterns chased along the bottom of each square, and something about them pricked at Mason’s instincts.

				“Those symbols are the closest mirror we have to move beyond sight and sound. They describe the air, its temperature, the chemicals it contains, and how the environment changes as the agents move through time and space.” Frost frowned at the screen. “It’s not exact. I plan to keep that limitation from Nestor.”

				“Then I should...”

				“You’re not going anywhere.” Frost drew in a breath. “Calchas.” The view of the staircase whirled, the flow of ornate rails and the chequered tiles of the hall rushing over the gleaming metal screen. “If you could refrain from invoking the gods...”

				“Achilles?” Calchas’s voice was little more than a squeak. The image steadied. The panicked thud of the man’s heart raced through the screen and Frost’s sweeping fingers lessened that drum of sound. “How...? Where?”

				“Don’t worry yourself with the details. Head for my brother’s library. Follow the hall to the left. The door after the small Tintoretto.”

				Frost directed the other three agents in a similar fashion, moving them with precision through the house. The images pulsed, offering glimpses into the vastness of Dyrford Park. Every room was immaculate, gilded with gold and hung with vast paintings. Nothing was out of place, even the kitchens, which were more like a setting for a play than rooms that saw grease and smoke from the ranges. It seemed to prove that the staff were koile, hollow flesh. Dirt interfered with the working of the automata and the kardax. The staff’s full-time job would be to keep the pile free of grime.

				Mason’s instincts, ones that his transfiguration had heightened, didn’t stir. Their plan of staying in Greenbank Hall wasn’t working. He needed more than moving images on a screen. “How does your brother have this house?”

				“It’s Selina’s family seat. Menelaus’s wife. There.” He pointed out a square as the agent walked around a long dining room. Grey morning light slanted through the open curtains, but not a mote of dust drifted. “The painting over the fireplace is of Sir Henry Wynter, Selina’s ancestor from the time of William and Mary. He oozed money and was unscrupulous to a fault. Selina is his last descendant, and the house and park fell to her.

				“When Menelaus and she married, he gifted me Greenbank Hall. He had no need of this pocket-sized scrap of land in the north, when he had Dyrford with its thousand acres.”

				Perhaps it was the light, but there was a lack of soul in the painted eyes of Sir Henry. “Can anyone be transfigured?” Mason surprised himself with the question, but his instincts had flared. Sir Henry had no doubt been a ruthless courtier, ambitious and sharp to amass so much wealth and status. “Would he have been a prime candidate?”

				Frost tapped his lip. “Not every automaton is chosen because he is an utter rogue.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Yourself as a case in point.”

				“Not you?”

				A touch of wickedness glimmered in his dark eyes and Mason’s chest tightened. “I was a degenerate soul. Still am.”

				“But then I wasn’t chosen.”

				Frost didn’t reply. “Calchas, head into the cellars.”

				The image in the top left-hand corner shifted, and the tap of boot heels on a wooden staircase stood out against the soft press of boots into thick rugs. Calchas’s lamp was a fierce point of light against the white-painted walls and dark wood, but Mason’s altered vision adjusted to the darkness.

				“Dirt.” Mason moved forward, pointing, his hand tracking the quick movement on the metal screen. “Calchas just passed a smear of it, caught against the skirting. The house is pristine. Not one touch of grime. They keep it so clean you could eat off the floors.” His heart beat faster. “They’re in the cellars.”

				“All of you, follow Calchas into the cellars. Prepare weapons.”

				The agents’ low voices wove through the air as they talked to each other, coordinating their movements. Calchas’s pace had slowed. He blew out his lamp and deposited it on the stairs. A thin beam of light from the weapon he held in a steady hand marked his way now.

				“Pandarus does love to be underground, it seems,” Frost murmured, moving to stand beside Mason, his attention fixed on the screens. “Can you sense koile?”

				Mason drew in a deep breath and fixed his gaze on the images he could almost reach out and touch. But nothing fired through him, no strange tug of wrongness with its acid sting against his flesh. They were too limited, he needed to touch the walls, to pull the tainted air into his lungs. Now he only had the familiar, taunting scent of Frost. “Nothing.” He wiped a hand over his mouth, the scent of his own skin catching him. “Do your patterns tell you anything?”

				“You’re the only machine capable of detecting koile.”

				Mason narrowed his eyes, finding the hint of a smile lurking on the other man’s lips. “I am not a machine.”

				“As I’ve said before, we’re all machines.”

				He dropped to silence as Calchas reached the bottom of the stairs. The darkness didn’t hinder, the thin beam of light from his weapon a hot line cutting over the stone walls and the curve of the tunnel roof.

				The scuff of boots was more evident, smears of dried mud streaking across the flagstones. The men who worked the estate had been the last to scramble down the narrow passage.

				“There was no shield. Without it, is it possible they’re defending an apparatus down there?” Mason’s heart tightened in his chest. There were only four agents, fully human with no protecting transfiguration. That change had saved Frost and himself when they went up against Pandarus’s foot soldiers. His hands clenched into fists and the pain burned up through the bones of his arms. His instincts were screaming at him. Something was very wrong. “They need more men.”

				Frost’s fingers moved over the curve of copper he still held. “Nestor is aware of the situation. Troop sleds are arrowing in now.”

				Light flashed over a heavy metal door, the thick black edge revealing it wasn’t shut tight. Calchas’s approach was slow and cautious, his footsteps almost silent, his breath held.

				“He should fall back, wait for his men. You don’t know for certain that everyone was koile. There could be a household of automata and kardax behind that door.” Mason’s gut tightened, but they couldn’t communicate with the men now, having to maintain silence or give away to the enemy that their agent stood outside.

				Calchas reached into his top pocket and pulled out the slim length of the ektaxis. He pushed it towards the sliver of a gap. The image on the screen sharpened, and information streamed along the bottom of his particular screen.

				“Good man,” Frost murmured, his fingertips working across his curve of controlling copper. “I have it.”

				The room beyond was unlit. Mason could still see the curve of the brick ceiling and stone-slabbed cold tables, the tables empty of food and pushed to one side. In the centre a great grey cylinder almost filled the width of the room.

				“The symbols there are pointing to traces of meat, ham, pork—probably from the cold tables—paper and scraps of muslin, and the smears of soil brought in by the groundsmen. Nothing else.” Frost swore softly. “Could that be of koile construction?”

				The cylinder did have the almost-stippling pattern that bore an uncomfortable resemblance to stretched skin. “What would they push into its place?”

				“Movement.”

				Mason froze, held his breath, but eased it out as the knowledge that whoever was in the cellar room couldn’t see him. He caught the flicker of something to the right of the cylinder. Was this the start of a true object occupying the space made by the koile? They had foiled Pandarus’s previous attempt to bring in shipfuls of reinforcements. Was he trying here? But the cylinder was nothing like the network of tunnels that had made up the hollow ships.

				He pulled his attention back to the scenes the agents’ devices still poured against the steel screen. The walls were stone and brick, not the reconstructed stone flesh Pandarus made from living people.

				“Menelaus.”

				Frost’s half-disbelieving whisper burned through Mason. A man now stood before the cylinder, immaculate in his grey travelling suit. He bore a likeness to Frost, with his strong features, perfectly carved though to a different design, smooth dark hair and that athletic and aristocratic bearing that screamed wealth and power. But there was a sharp difference. Menelaus held himself with a confidence that came from knowing his body was practically indestructible. Something Frost never gave away.

				“Agamemnon.” Menelaus’s voice was deeper than Frost’s, with a rasp that scoured Mason’s skin. His mouth tightened. “You and your pet betrayed our master. Destroyed his work. And such betrayal deserves just punishment.”

				Mason frowned. Frost’s whisper had not reached beyond the cellar in which they stood. “Does he think you’re at Dyrford? Frost?”

				But the man was frozen, his gaze fixed on his brother.

				“Frost! This situation. It feels wrong.” Mason swore, catching his fingers in his hair. His gut was a tight knot, his heart a drum. Everything in him, every old and newly heightened instinct, said disaster awaited them. “Get them out. Get the men out now. It’s a trap!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				3. The Quest for Clues

				Frost’s fingers burst into movement. “Calchas. Everyone. Get out of there now!”

				The image tumbled as Calchas dropped the device. Light flashed, stark white and raw. A blast of sound ripped through Mason’s skull, and he staggered, his senses stripped back, his hands useless as they clamped to his ears.

				The steel screen died. Dull grey metal and silence filled the laboratory. Mason shook his head, the ringing of the explosion still ricocheting within his skull.

				Frost turned to the bench and found his own ektaxis. “Nestor—”

				“They destroyed the house. What the hell happened in there, Achilles?” Their commander’s voice bore his fury. Around him, brought to them via the device Frost held, men shouted and the clack and clank of machinery cut the air. “Was it a deliberate act?”

				“It was meant for me, for us, for Mason and myself.” For a long moment, Frost closed his eyes. Mason ached to press a hand to his shoulder, to offer support. His own brother had tried to kill him. But he couldn’t give comfort, not with Nestor’s hard eyes watching.

				Frost straightened and the muscles in his jaw grew tight. “I need to review the final frames captured by the ektaxis. Achilles out.” He leaned forward, his fingers digging into the thick wood of the bench. His head dropped. “I know I’m in their sights. It’s been that way for years. But Station X skirted around their plans, and for all of my bravado, we were never that much of a threat. Never.”

				Mason finally placed his hand on his shoulder and Frost stilled.

				A moment later, Frost’s muscles relaxed and he released a sigh. “We could reconstruct their technology, follow some of their codes, but the successes we’ve had with stopping them this year... It had never been that way. Now we’re a real threat.”

				“You know what’s coming.” The future Mason had lived, breathed, touched still haunted him. Land blasted and empty, with humanity little more than a grey skin stretched around the earth. “We have to stop them.”

				“We do, but will this be a Pyrrhic victory? Station X lost four good men. Will we have anything, anyone left?” Frost pressed the back of his hand to his mouth and stood away from the bench. Mason’s hand fell to his side. “But it seems we have little choice.” He frowned. “Prepare the house for Nestor’s men. I want a battalion here.”

				“Frost...”

				Frost lifted his chin, and the light in his eyes was all too familiar. The heart of a soldier shone from him. “The shield goes up now. We will fortify this house.”

				“What do you need?”

				“A way to travel back in time and put a bullet in Pandarus’s brain.” Frost dragged his hands down his face and let out a slow groan. “Solitude, Mason. Peace. Simply me and the last framed moments from the cellar.”

				Had Menelaus taken his own life? Had that been an order from his master, to sacrifice himself to try to kill his brother? Pandarus liked to dig in and wrench the knife. Had he wanted Frost to witness Menelaus’s death?

				“I don’t know.” Frost’s mouth pulled into a wry smile. “You’re still not used to me reading you so easily.”

				Mason winced. “No.”

				“I don’t know how much time we have.” He glanced at the sheet of dead metal on the wall, his expression almost blank. “Though what little we do have, they—those four men—gave us.”

				Frost was in shock. Mason had seen it before, a sudden burst of violence and death that caught one’s mind, numbed and buckled it. Frost had experienced worse, but this was his brother, his only family. The knowledge that Menelaus’s true self had been trapped in his body, caught there by Pandarus’s foul technology, had to be working through Frost’s brain. If Menelaus were dead, the agony that he had killed his brother as he killed himself would have been torture.

				“Go, Mason.” Another smile touched Frost’s mouth, not quite reaching his eyes. “Begin to secure their billet. The quartermaster will have his supplies and men ready. He simply needs somewhere to deposit them.”

				“Menelaus is alive.” The assurance burst from Mason and he straightened his shoulders, willing the tight wince from his face.

				Frost frowned. “You don’t have to...” He paused. “Can you feel it? I’ve come to rely on these instincts of yours.”

				Mason stared at the flagstone floor, fighting to clear his mind, to empty it and let the strange swell of his instincts rise. They’d always been sharp. With his transfiguration, they now bordered on the unnatural.

				The ringing of his ears, the fierce white blast, exploded again in his thoughts. Something was...off. Distorted. A doubt he couldn’t name. He reached out to steady himself against the workbench, and found Frost’s hand gripping his shoulder.

				Frost. Frost would find it now. Nothing escaped the brilliance of his mind. “There’s...something.” Mason glanced up, finding Frost closer than he expected. It caught his breath for a moment. “You’ll find it.”

				“Your faith in me...”

				The man’s voice was soft, warmed with an emotion Mason didn’t want to name either. Not then, as the need to close the short distance and find the perfection of Frost’s mouth was a hard ache in his gut. Denying that need, he stepped back, hating the way Frost’s fingers broke free.

				“Work.” Frost turned sharply and found the device that activated the screen. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Everything from the four ektaxis was recorded.”

				“I’ll return.” Mason found himself backing away, his finger pointing to the metal doors behind him. The want and unease was a hated mix within him now. He didn’t know how to behave around Frost, and it was about to worsen as a horde of soldiers and technicians descended on the Hall again. “Soon.”

				“Good. I still need you.”

				The quiet words cut into Mason’s chest, biting deeper than a bullet. Frost hadn’t looked away from the copper panel his fingers moved over, but the muscle still jumping in his jaw was stark, telling.

				“Understood.” Mason had nothing else to say. Not without pulling the twisted mess filling his mind out into the open...and he wasn’t prepared for that. They had more important matters to concern them. The heavy clang of the metal door closing over on Frost’s laboratory and the darkness in which he now stood let him close his eyes for one brief moment.

				He was a soldier again. And as Frost reminded him more than once, they had to do their duty. It was a pity that the new skin he wore wasn’t as tough and deadened as the one that had seen him through ten years of the British army.

				* * *

				Just before luncheon, Mason stood again outside Frost’s laboratory. Nestor’s men had arrived, a full Station X artillery battery. Thirty men and two aeolipile gun carriages. Bunks filled one of the long cellars, and the Greenbank staff had shifted into working with the battery’s quartermaster and cook sergeant to settle the men and feed them.

				Mason could hear them, a scuffle of wooden bed frames and iron-studded boots over a flagstone floor, mixed with the murmur of voices. Thankfully, there were too many thick cellar walls between him and the men to catch their conversations. He had little doubt it would concern his or Frost’s transfiguration.

				Mason had witnessed the anxious looks when directing a technician into the Hall. The younger man had stood stock-still, his gaze a little too white at the edges and fixed hard on Mason’s chest. Mason had urged him on. A flinch, an obvious nervous swallow, and the technician had stammered his apologies, his face flushing, before he scurried after his fellow artillery men.

				Mason put it from his mind. Had to. It was what it was. How it was. His knuckles rapped against the metal of the laboratory door, the sound hollow and echoing.

				Frost jerked the door open and Mason rocked back, surprised at the suddenness.

				“There you are.” Frost dragged the metal door over the flagstones, the scrape of metal cutting across Mason’s nerves. “I believe I have...something.” A line creased his forehead. “Possibly.” He waved his arm. “Inside.”

				The dry static of the air moved across Mason’s skin and he held down a shiver. “Nestor sent you thirty men and two guns.”

				“Good,” Frost murmured. “My staff also have pelekys energy weapons training, and the Hall shield is at full power. We’re secure as we can be.” Frost dimmed the milky blue of the sconces, the rich scent of the sea fading back and the metallic burn of the screen itching at Mason’s senses. “And you were right. I found something.”

				Frozen flat against the large screen was a single shot of the cold room. It had an almost luminous quality and was sharper than any photograph Mason had ever seen, not that he had seen one several feet wide before. At the bottom of the screen, the complicated patterns stood out.

				Frost’s brother was half obscured by the wide grey cylinder, caught midstride, his face bleak, his arm swung out with a white-knuckled fist. His clothes were as fine as anything Frost would wear, impeccably tailored and pressed. The similarity between the brothers was stark, a perfection to their features that seemed more carved than true life. Had they carried such perfection before their transfiguration?

				There was nothing else in the room, simply a set of empty tables with the ragged remains of muslin littering their scrubbed surfaces. Yet...Mason’s instincts kicked in as they had when he’d assured Frost his brother was alive.

				Mason stretched out his hand, his fingers hovering over the heated metal, the charge of static pricking his fingertips. “Something is there. I don’t know...”

				The clank and hiss of the device Frost held caused Mason to blink. In that moment, the image faded and refocused, drawing closer to Menelaus. A faint shadow across the short lapel of his coat appeared strange. There was no light cast in the room.

				“It’s a smear of dirt. The thoughtless wipe of a thumb. Though not his.” Frost drew the focus in again to the material. “And not the same as the mud that stained the floor. That was well-manured topsoil.” He ran his finger along the confusion of numbers labelling the bottom of the screen. “No, this was radically different. Specific traces of oil, sand, smoke, sulphur dioxide.”

				“Somewhere industrial.”

				Frost lifted an eyebrow and Mason stared at him.

				“He’s here?”

				The device clanked again, coloured light chasing through the dials and over the copper. Another flat image of the cold room appeared, Menelaus standing stern before the cylinder. Dark eyes with an inner burn of light seemed to flicker, and the movement forced Mason’s heart to drum. What was happening?

				He caught the movement of Frost’s hands. The image was rolling slowly forward through time. A brilliant flare of white light surged up from the floor, almost obscuring Menelaus. Almost...but not quite. Yet his image seemed to dissolve, independent of the growing surge of the explosion.

				“He stepped back. Into the cylinder.”

				“He’s alive.” With a flick of his fingers, Frost dulled the metal screen and the charge in the air died with it. Soft blue light grew, and the scent of the ocean eased into Mason’s lungs. “The cylinder had to be koile, formed to move him—them—from one place to another.”

				“And he’s here.”

				“He’s here. Somewhere in the city.” Frost dropped the metal device back onto the cluttered bench. “Menelaus has come home.”

				“The Crown of Towers could be in play.” Mason ran a hand over his hair. “And we’ve—you’ve—made no headway in understanding what it is.”

				Frost rubbed at his jaw. “No. It’s a pattern I can’t see.” He swore softly under his breath. “Ask Mrs. Forsythe to bring Theodora to the library when she’s finished her lunch.”

				“Frost...” He couldn’t expose her to Pandarus’s scheming; he’d said as much to their commander. Her mind was fragile.

				Frost’s smile was bleak. “Our time’s running out. We have no choice. It’s her soul, or all our futures.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				4. Miss Holt Finds the Pattern

				“Agamemnon, I had the most delightful lunch with Captain Beresford. I’m all aflutter! How long is he staying?” Theodora had thrown open the door to the library and came to an abrupt stop. A line formed on her brow. “Why have you covered your room with bunting?”

				A smile tugged at Mason’s mouth. He stood to the right of the door, the wooden dado rail pressing against the base of his spine. With all the chairs, small tables and lamps pushed back to the walls as far as they could go, Frost had left little room for anyone else.

				The library was laced with string, pinned to the walls, fastened to the unlit gasolier, caught on the ornate frames of paintings and the backs of chairs. Clipped to the looping bows of string were newspapers. The broadsheets from the less scurrilous local newspapers fluttered beside the dramatic illustrations of the News. The scent of paper and ink hung heavy in the air.

				Mason straightened. “It’s one of his experiments, Miss Theodora.”

				Her face brightened with a smile, her dark eyes shining. “One of his puzzles? I love puzzles.”

				“Theodora.” Frost emerged from the forest of papers, rolling down his shirt sleeves. He pinned his cuffs with sapphire solitaires and Mason offered him his coat. “Where’s Mrs. Forsythe?”

				The young woman grinned and she leaned towards Frost. Her voice dropped to a soft whisper. “I believe the cook sergeant—I forget his name—and Mrs. Forsythe have an understanding.” She waved her fingers. “You can feel the energy swirling between them, fast and slick, almost as strongly as you and Mason there—”

				“Theodora.” Frost’s voice was quick but sure. “We’ve discussed this.”

				“I can have unladylike thoughts, but not an unladylike mouth.” Her fast-moving fingers jerked to the lines of newspapers. “What are these for?”

				Mason let out the tight breath constricting his chest. Her observations, her ability to distil what she saw around her and blurt it out, was the reason Theodora could not yet leave the Hall.

				“Are they another Valentine’s puzzle for me?”

				Frost paused. Mason could almost feel the workings of his brain as he fought within himself. Theodora could see patterns. Faster than him. Possibly even faster than Frost himself. But letting the damaged young woman open her mind to her full potential was a risk. As Pandarus lurked in the back of Mason’s mind, there was a darkness still in Theodora. Her kardax self.

				It was why Frost had requisitioned an Armstrong-Swan cage in which to contain her, in the event that her darkness overcame her thoughts. The contraption sat silent in the small cold room beside his laboratory.

				Yet...Menelaus, his wife, his whole staff could be moving around the city. They no longer had time for niceties.

				“A puzzle. Yes.” Frost took her hand and pressed a light kiss to her knuckles. Theodora blushed. “Something is hidden in these pages. Something curious.”

				“I like curious.”

				Frost’s smile was warm and indulgent. “I know.” He stepped back and slid his hands into his pockets. “So...”

				Theodora approached the first line of newspapers, her fingers working, flicking against her palms in a hurried rhythm, her eyes too bright. “Predominately local newspapers. A smattering of ones from London. The Police Illustrated News, Agamemnon? Simply a rag at its finest hour.”

				Mason shot a glance to Frost as the man stood beside him against the wall. Theodora was changing already, as her mind pushed forward with the problem. But Frost’s face was impassive, his gaze focused on the woman whose index finger chased down one tightly printed column after another. Her lips moved, too quick to read.

				“Is this wise?” Mason’s voice was a hoarse whisper as he leaned in to Frost. His mouth edged too close to skin, to the curve of his ear and the warmed scent of Frost’s flesh. He swallowed, hating to think what energies Theodora would see if she turned around. He swallowed. “Sir.”

				Frost’s chest lifted. In the long moment of silence, Mason didn’t know if the fierce thud of a heart was his or Frost’s.

				However, when Frost finally spoke, his tone was carefully neutral. “If Menelaus is here...then how many automata, how many kardax would that give Pandarus? How many has he already drafted in?” He frowned. “We now know he can use us for all manner of things.”

				“The Crown of Towers.”

				“The Crown of Towers,” Frost agreed.

				“Lord Dunstone, the Bishop of Oxford, what a strange little man.” Theodora gasped and bit her lip. She looked to Frost, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, but he met her indiscretion with a smile.

				“The door is closed. It’s just us. You deserve a touch of freedom as you play.”

				“He’s here, in the city, you know.” She flipped up a sheet of paper and ducked under it. “Such a circuitous route, via the Continent and Ireland, all simply to come here. The Great Western train out of Oxford would have had him here in so few hours. Or by ’ship, faster still.” The rustle of more newspaper followed. “He does have someone with him. A female. A nurse, but not his nurse, perhaps the nature of their relationship is something about which a lady should not speak.”

				Frost stilled. Yes, there was the harder edge to Theodora’s mind now, the darkness that could take her evident. “One puzzle solved, Theodora. There are more.”

				“What next, what next?” She hummed to herself as she moved between the rows of newspapers, the slip of her gown over the deep rug softening the crackle of the paper. “Agamemnon, you should consider divesting yourself of your interests in Australia.”

				“Theodora.” Her name came out on a long sigh. Amused, long-suffering, but his expression, hidden from her by the papers, was anything but. Lines creased at the corner of his eyes. His hands formed obvious fists in his pockets. “Your puzzle is local.”

				“What do we have that’s local...?” Theodora’s humming streamed into little snatches of song, her voice pure and true. “Moves within moves.” She tapped her fingers against numerous sheets, the rough little raps dropping and rising as she picked out different sections. “The police, so defensive, Liverpool Corporation needing to protect its interests and prevent the moral indignation of the rate payers. Here and here and here.” She flicked the newspapers, the sound quick and sharp. “Accidental deaths. So many burnings. Fires with no obvious cause. And the gangs, the Cornermen, the Steel Street Gang, the Regents.”

				Theodora dropped to silence. Only her deepened breathing came from within the lines of newspapers. Mason’s stomach knotted, his instincts flaring. She was quiet and still. Theodora was never quiet and certainly never still.

				“The slice of the knife, deep and quick, so quick they don’t have the chance to cry out. Simply choking, raw gasps, the bubble of blood. But not these special ones. Not them—”

				“Theodora.” Frost hauled her from the mire of papers. He gripped her upper arms, but she showed no sign of pain, or that his actions were improper. “Remember what we talked about.”

				White light burned in her eyes, and her lips had pulled into a sneer. “Best you can do, thyreos?” The use of Frost’s Martian title edged her closer to losing all of herself. She shrugged against his hold, a brief struggle, but Mason had witnessed the strength of the kardax. And that wasn’t it. Something of Theodora remained. “And our interminable talks, where you flirt and tease and I blush and giggle. Why would I want to remember those?”

				“Our walks by the lake, the icy grass cracking under our boots. The cold scent of the air, almost clean, touched by the hints of frost and bark. Its emptiness unwound you. You felt at peace, Theodora.”

				“Peace...” Her harsh tone mocked the word. Her delicate hands clenched into fists at her side. “I wasn’t built for peace.”

				She was close to the edge, pushing beyond the hold Theodora had on the darkness within her, a darkness that would forever vein her thoughts. Frost’s hands were bloodless, his shoulders stiff, his spine straining to hold her.

				The young woman bristled, blood rising to her cheeks now. “Let me go, thyreos. You betrayed your master. There is no greater crime than to fail him.” Her voice had a fierce bite to it now, her eyes glittering with a hard white light. The kardax was pushing to the fore, burying Theodora. “You are nothing. You think you’ve saved her, this child cowering at the back of my mind? You’re a fool. And it’ll be the greatest pleasure for me to watch my master flay your hide.”

				She wet her lips. “A thousand little cuts, each one more excruciating than the last.” Her chest lifted and Mason could almost hear the wild drum of her heart. “Until you’re screaming—”

				“Where would you do this? Where would you take me?”

				“The hollowed hall. An honour you do not deserve—”

				“Where—?”

				Theodora lashed out, a scream ripping from her. Her hands and feet were a kicking and punching blur, raining down on Frost. He met her, blow for blow, until his foot caught her full skirt, pulling her off balance. Mason leapt and pinned her to the floor. Frost jabbed a needle into her neck, yellow fluid hissing under her skin.

				Theodora slumped suddenly, all fight gone from her. She lay limp like a boneless doll but Mason didn’t relax his grip. He couldn’t trust her. It would be easy to fake a reaction to whatever concoction Frost had pushed into her blood. A kardax wasn’t stupid.

				“Mason.” Frost wiped the sweat and blood from his face. He pressed two fingers to the pulse in her neck. “She’s unconscious.”

				“You’re sure?”

				“There was enough in that needle to take down several elephants and a stray rhinoceros. Still.” He climbed to his feet and offered his hand to Mason. “We should move her to the cellars quickly.”

				Frost swung her slight body up into his arms. The last time he’d held her slumped form, they’d thought her dead, thought Pandarus’s grip on her was as broken as her body. They’d known nothing then. Nothing of how the darkness could dig in, or how Pandarus could use their bodies for his own purposes.

				Frost led the way down into the cellars, ignoring the gaping of the artillery men gathered at the entrance to their temporary barracks. Mason hurried to open doors, the metal of Frost’s laboratory door grinding against the floor as he shoved it back.

				Frost nodded to a key on a hook beside his workbench, and Mason opened the only other door in the room. Milky-blue light deepened in its glow and threw blurred shadows around the large metal Armstrong-Swan cage that filled the cellar room. Copper wire wove around the latticework of its steel walls, a prison and the only invention that could contain the transfigured.

				“The door, Mason.” Frost jerked his chin to the heavy bolt securing the cage.

				A thin cushion covered the base of the cage and Frost laid her gently on it. He brushed a loose curl of her dark hair from her face. “I’m sorry, Theodora. But it had to be done.” He pushed out a long breath and stood. Closing the cage and bolting it, his palm delayed on the heavy mechanism and he let his head touch the metal latticework. “I have to risk leaving her.”

				“Sir?” Mason was aware of senior men hovering at the laboratory doorway. He ached to offer something, some comfort to Frost through the slightest of touches...even as it would hurt him. “What’s our mission?”

				“Captain Beresford.” Frost straightened and the tense line of his shoulders spoke of his suppressing his concern. “I have a job for you.”

				A tall athletic man in the blue uniform and scarlet facing that marked him as an artilleryman stepped forward and gave a smart salute. His light gaze slipped to the supine form of Theodora and a tic jumped in his jaw. “What have you done?”

				“Miss Holt has relapsed.”

				“Relapsed?” Colour burned in his cheeks, and his gloved hand balled. “That is hardly a relapse, sir. Not more than half an hour ago, she was a bright and happy young lady. I demand to know what has happened here!”

				“Captain, we could argue here. We could even come to blows. I would break several of your bones.” Frost’s head tilted. “We could perhaps even decide which ones now? For convenience.”

				A vein jumped in Captain Beresford’s temple and his jaw was clenched. “You go too far, sir.”

				“You’d be surprised how often I hear that exact complaint.” Frost settled his shoulders, easing them, deliberately fighting the tension straining the small stone-walled room. “Captain.” He took the door key from Mason and offered it to the man. “This locks that door.” He tilted his chin and the captain stepped back into the laboratory. “This switch—” he flicked up the metal toggle, and the spark and hiss of electricity crackled through the wires buried in the wall, “—controls the cage.”

				Metal stink burned in the air. Mason stepped back from the cage, the electricity writhing around the solid frame.

				The captain’s face was tight, bleak. He wanted to argue that it was unnecessary treatment of a young woman. That anger was there in the flare of his nostrils, in the bead of sweat edging his brow, but he couldn’t dispute it. He formed a part of the unit defending Station X. There were kardax and enemy automata imprisoned there. And he knew the danger they represented.

				He took the key from Frost, his gloved hand folding tight around it. “What do you expect of me?”

				“You will lock this door and watch her from here.” Frost found the control that fired up the metal screen. The Armstrong-Swan cage stood out in grey relief against the steel of the screen. “And you are not to open that door, no matter what she says.” Frost’s lips briefly pursed. “She will lie to you, Captain. The kardax holding her thoughts will say anything to make you turn off the power to the cage. The true Theodora will not fight her imprisonment. Understand that.”

				Captain Beresford gave a curt nod. “How long will she have to remain there?”

				“Until I return.” Frost strode towards the laboratory door. “Mason.”

				“We’re leaving?”

				Frost took to the stairs. Anger clipped his words. “I have no choice. Was that explosion truly meant for me? Even with the aeolipile we would have made it to Dyrford by the very skin of our teeth. Or was it Pandarus playing with our minds? Punishing us for not appearing in person?”

				He stopped on the landing of the stairwell, light from the ornate glass windows casting myriad colours over him. “I could fall into as many loops as Theodora.” He wiped at his mouth. “I have to trust her to Beresford. And in reality, there is no other way to draw in the information we need than by examining it in person.”

				Mason’s hand tightened around the wooden banister. “Another trap?”

				Frost’s smile was wry. “Extremely likely.” He looked up to the ceiling, angled into shadow and for a moment, his eyes closed. “This is our end game. Our last chance to avoid the future.”

				Mason’s nightmare, the endless dead future. They had no way of knowing what could tip them towards that outcome, or what they had to do to save humanity from becoming a sea of skin stretched over the planet. His heart was a tight knot in his chest and his instincts pricked at him. To leave Greenbank Hall was a mistake; he could almost taste its wrongness. But to stay—not to venture out into the city and chase down the clues Theodora had left them concerning Lord Dunstone or the numerous deaths—burned equally fierce.

				“We’re headed into the slums of Scotland Road, aren’t we?”

				Frost met his gaze. “You’re going home.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				5. Scotland Road

				The aeolipile landed beside the high brick wall of the Athol Street Gasworks. Mason watched the flakes of ash land on the clean curve of its glass screen as the engine thrum died away and there was total silence.

				In the scrubbed-clean air of the car his mind teased him with the stink that would envelop him when he climbed out. He’d buried the memories of the area’s squalor. Only once had he returned, for a bitter half a day when he tried, unsuccessfully, to join the police force. With so many soldiers pensioned out of the army, having a connection was the only way in now. Away for so long, Mason had no one left to speak up for him.

				Already, gaunt little urchins swarmed over the icy pavement, their eyes wide and more than one set of fingers twitching to touch the gleaming hull of the craft.

				“They’ll be all over us. Pick our pockets clean in a heartbeat.”

				Frost laughed. “Recognising yourself, Mason?”

				Mason stopped the frown that wanted to tighten his face. Here was another barrier between them, one he should hold to as a reminder of how his want for Frost could come from nothing more than a lust-addled brain. He had been one of those dirty-faced boys, clad in little more than rags, his feet bare in all weathers. His fingers had been quick and nimble. Frost, in painful contrast, had been born into every privilege.

				“Do you think it concerns me?”

				And there was yet more of that impossible ability Frost possessed. Mason’s thoughts were always as clear as day to him. But they were not there to pull apart the need, the want that swirled between them. “What are we doing here?”

				“Theodora saw a pattern in the disappearances of people in these streets. We’re going to investigate those disappearances.” He opened his hand. “The sixpences.”

				Mason dipped into his coat pocket and pulled out the fabric purse heavy with coins. He dropped it into Frost’s palm “This won’t keep them away for long.”

				“It doesn’t have to. They’ll know every inch of this benighted rookery. I’m paying for information.” Frost looked out the window, the children having now edged closer, little faces burned red with the cold and full of curiosity. “The air will be thick with stink and noise. Prepare yourself.”

				Mason opened the door, the seal hissing, and the first lungful of polluted air caught in his chest. He focused, knowing that the sulphurous fumes rusted his mechanical insides, but willing the tightness from his muscles. So close to the gasworks, the stench of rot and piss swirled around him, edged with ash and the acrid burn of coal.

				He slammed the door and folded his fingers into his palms. He was calm. But the noise of the place was something fierce, chasing down his nerves. The riot of industry from the nearby docks, cut through by the cold stir of the wind, mixed with the clatter of the trains and the rumble of the gasworks. The desolate place twisted his heart. He’d escaped. Most people scraping out their lives here would only know the squalor till the day they died.

				He looked at the high brick wall surrounding the gasworks, the tall stacks and gasometers, shadows he’d grown up under. As a child he’d hardly noticed the thick smoke it churned out.

				Moving to open Frost’s door, he waited still and silent as the man climbed out with fluid ease.

				Frost gripped his walking stick and tapped his hat, his eyes sharp. A smile lurked on his mouth and the little hint of wickedness there rushed heat through Mason’s alien-made flesh. His smile deepened into a smirk. “Never fails, does it?”

				“No, sir.”

				Frost brushed at his greatcoat, flicking away the stain of ash drifting to land on the lapel. Already the children skidded and slid to stand within a foot of them. Frost’s demeanour, almost shining with so much polished wealth, intimidated even them.

				“D’you own the gasworks, mister?” One boy stepped forward and tugged his cap from his head, wringing it in grimy hands. “Can you spare some coal for me Mam?”

				“What I can give you—” he spilled the little silver sixpences onto his palm and the children almost gawped, every pair of eyes fixed on the pile of coins, “—is a sixpence now and a shilling when you come back to me. I want information.”

				“You’re not a Jack.” A girl, small, skinny with hard eyes, frowned and jabbed a thumb at Mason. “Him maybe. But not you.”

				“No, I’m not with the police.” Frost offered up the first coin and their attention shifted as one with the movement. “You know these streets better than anyone. I want to know about the burnings.”

				“We’re not supposed to talk ’bout them.” A little girl, all ragged clothes and dirty blond hair, squeaked as the nearest girl put a hand over her mouth.

				Frost played with the coins in his hand. The tinkling sound of more money than these children had probably seen together had more than one child shifting from foot to foot. They were nervous. Unsure. But the prospect of money that could feed them for a week flared in their hungry eyes.

				“A sixpence now. A shilling on your return, and a florin if I consider the information of use. Who wants that deal?”

				“I do.” The hard-eyed girl darted forward and snatched the sixpence from between Frost’s finger and thumb.

				“Be back here before it turns dark.”

				“Deal!” She nodded and ran, her bare feet drumming against the worn cobbles.

				The rest of the children surged forward, grabbing at the little coins before disappearing into the dank and smoky streets, back alleys and courts.

				Mason glanced left and narrowed his eyes along Hedley Street. His grandparents, both sets, had lived and died on that bleak road. It hadn’t changed, still grimed with smoke from the gasworks and the blackened-brick viaduct that cut into the houses. Women congregated, chattering with a brood of children playing about their skirts, near where the men hung out on the corner outside the pub, raucous and loud.

				Nothing in the filthy warren had changed...but there was something in the air. Something he could taste beyond the foulness of industry.

				His gut was tight. “What do you expect them to find?”

				“And I would ask the same question.” A policeman stepped out from behind the aeolipile, his sure gaze sweeping over the vehicle. “What’s your business on Athol Street, Mr...”

				“Mr. Agamemnon Frost. And you are?” Frost’s voice had taken on that languid lilt that disguised his true character.

				“Sergeant Jones, Athol Street Bridewell.” He straightened and touched his truncheon to the edge of his helmet. “Again what is your business here? That is a very expensive vehicle to abandon at the side of the road.” A dark glint shone in his eyes. “This is not your playground, Mr. Frost.”

				“Indeed.” He glanced along to the filthy streets, frosted with dirty ice. His head tilted. “There would be a band. Refreshments.” His fingers flicked to the sooty viaduct built over the cobbled road. “And definitely bunting. Lots of bunting.”

				The policeman’s mouth thinned. “We can continue this discussion at the bridewell, if you’d prefer?”

				The mask dropped away from Frost. “What I would prefer, Sergeant Jones, is for you to share your no doubt copious knowledge of your constables’ beat.”

				Jones’s gloved hand flexed around his truncheon. “And why would I do that, Mr. Frost?”

				“The burnings.”

				Jones’s red cheeks deepened in colour and he shifted his booted feet. But he stayed stonily silent.

				“And say I solved the mystery and attributed it to you, then your chance of rising to inspector becomes that much greater.”

				“This is not a game.” The words were tight and clipped. But he didn’t deny Frost further. The man before him had obvious wealth and with it came influence. Jones would be a fool to ignore the offer.

				“And that perhaps the bridewell at Aigburth Vale would welcome such an enterprising officer.”

				The open fields and clean streets of Aigburth Vale would seem a paradise after the industrial grime of his current beat. Mason suspected an inspector’s pay would be welcome too.

				The sergeant took a step closer and Mason tensed. Jones pitched his voice low, aware of others passing on the pavement. “The few I’ve seen are not from around here. Or at least no claim is made on them. The rumour goes that they appear in rooms or cellars. Burned. Their skin bubbled and scored.” He jerked his shoulders to deny a shudder. His face was tight. “But they’re not spoken of. Fear. Shame. I don’t know.”

				He glanced at the raucous crowd of men on the corner, laughing and jeering at two young women. One woman turned and ripped out a foul list of words that would have shamed a sailor. “With the drunks, the fighting, we have enough to keep us busy here. We find these bodies in the canal or in the locks. Sometimes bundled up, sometimes nothing more than a skeleton held together by its own scorched skin.”

				He stared down at the cobbles. “Some of these families have not a stick of furniture. Sleep on straw. They’d not waste a good blanket on an unknown corpse.”

				“And you have no leads?”

				“My inspector insists they’re poor souls caught in the retort of the gasworks. And the gasworks does draw water from the canal...”

				“But?”

				“The cuts on the bodies. Even rotted in the water, those marks...” Jones’s body shook now with a full shudder. “Those marks are not natural.”

				The small blonde girl tripped to a stop beside Frost and tugged on his greatcoat. “Me shillin’, mister.” Two boys barrelled around a corner, swearing as they spied the little girl.

				“She don’t know nothin’!” A boy’s cry cut through the noise of the foetid air. “She don’t deserve...” He skidded on the icy cobbles, catching himself before he fell. “She didn’t—”

				“Mason. Their shillings.”

				Mason placed a clean coin into each grubby palm. The little girl bit it. Something his brother had taught him too when he was small.

				“What did you find?” Frost tapped the other, so far silent boy on the shoulder and he flinched. “You.”

				“Me cousin Robbie found a body in his cellar a week back. He and his brother...” He cast nervous eyes at the sergeant. “They...”

				“Sergeant Jones, here, will not take this further. Will you?”

				Jones’s eyes tightened, but he gave a curt nod. He would not let the promise of a new bridewell and a promotion escape him. “Carry on, Mark.”

				Mark’s gaunt face flushed. “They went down to the canal. Dropped the bones off the bridge. Robbie said it was nothin’ but bones. Skin burnt black and red.”

				“It was on Menai Street,” piped up the other boy.

				“And I was there when Robbie said,” added the little girl.

				“Their florins, Mason. And one for Robbie.” Frost fixed his gaze on Mark, and the boy paled. “Witnessed by Sergeant Jones, I will know if he doesn’t get his share.”

				Mason placed the large coins in their grubby hands and as one they bolted. “We’ll have every child who can crawl here soon.”

				Frost gave him a bleak smile. “I have the money to spare.”

				More children found them in short order, with tales of bodies found on almost every street, and Frost’s money flowed. Every child got a florin. It didn’t matter if the tale they spun had very little to do with the strange bodies he sought. It eased some of the tension, the tight knot in Mason’s stomach, to hand over money so freely.

				Though the generosity was attracting the attention of the men hanging on the corner. One man with a pint and pipe nudged the other, leaning drunkenly to whisper something in his ear. Then both men fixed their attention on Frost. Their intent was clear. A toff in their patch, ripe for picking.

				The sergeant had noticed it too. “You should make yourselves less obvious, gentlemen.”

				“We’re waiting on one more...”

				“The first girl,” Mason murmured. Fresh knots worked themselves into his gut. His instincts were starting to flare. Whether it was something the girl would share with them, or the men loitering outside the pub, he didn’t know. “We should move, though, sir.”

				Frost met his gaze and the expectation was there. Again the man was in his head. “Which way?”

				Something tugged at Mason, a mixture of rightness and dread. “That way.” He pointed to the road running before the gasworks, one that would take them away from the pub and its corner men.

				“Your...” Jones pointed to the aeolipile. “Whatever it is, it’ll last no more than a minute. They’ll strip it down. There won’t be a copper stud left.”

				“I doubt it, Sergeant.” Frost pointed his walking stick down the street. “Lead on, Mason.”

				Mason resisted the need to look behind him, the itch between his shoulder blades telling him that the men had moved off the corner. Another minute would have them surrounding the aeolipile. He hoped Frost was right...and that iron-studded boots would do it little damage.

				“You ploughed one into the ground and it hardly suffered a scratch.”

				Mason winced at the memory. That was true. Still, he didn’t want to witness—or hear—their attempts to tear his engine apart.

				“Focus, Mason.” Frost’s murmur wrapped around him and brought his wandering thoughts back to their current problem. “What’s down here?”

				The road looked much like the others. Cobbles greyed with ice and a line of tumbledown terraces grimed black from soot, with windows stuffed with rags to keep out the worst of the icy, stinking air. Women wrapped in ragged shawls sat on the steps, chattering as they stitched or rocked a baby. But there was more. A heaviness, a wrongness that had nothing to do with the towering stacks and gasometers laying down thick shadows.

				It burned against his tongue, hot and sour, his belly a snake-twist of knots. The noise and smell pushed at him, driving into his altered flesh, his head pulsing with the fearsome sounds...

				“Mason.” Frost gripped his shoulder. “Concentrate.”

				He blinked and fixed on a blurred figure at the end of the narrow street. “The girl.”

				The child ran towards them and rushed almost full-tilt into Frost. He caught her with gloved hands, rocking her back.

				“I want extra.” The hard-eyed girl who had first taken Frost’s offer shrugged free of his hold. She pushed back a loose strand of hair. “A crown on top of the florin.”

				Frost lifted his eyebrow. “And why should I do that?”

				Mason knew her answer before she voiced it. The snakes fighting in his belly turned in on each other.

				“Because I found you one.” Her smile was fierce. “A body. And it’s still hot.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				6. The Body in the Cellar

				Mason stopped on the worn steps of the narrow terrace house. The girl trotted ahead, pushing open the house’s boarded door. Hinges groaned and grey light shafted into the grainy blackness of the room beyond, revealing straw, rags and a door laid across the floor as its only furniture.

				“It’s in the cellar.”

				“Who lives here?” Frost frowned up at the crumbling front of the house. “Do you know?”

				“It used to be the Dwyers. Then the O’Malleys. Maybe it’s their cousins now. People move through fast. Mam says it’s an unlucky house.”

				The girl moved to cross the threshold, but Mason grabbed her arm. She was human, completely flesh and blood, but still she felt no fear at what she’d discovered in the house. She lived a hard life. He doubted much could shock her.

				She was also telling the truth about there being a body. The unmistakeable stench of death threaded through the air and with it came the itch and sourness of koile.

				“I can give her the money now, sir.”

				Frost nodded, staying silent and watching as Mason handed over eight shillings to the girl. She tucked it in a small pocket in the ragged pinafore, glanced back once to the house and then ran. She was a blur of movement and already turning off onto another street within seconds.

				“Mason?” Frost’s gloved hand briefly touched his shoulder. The comforting hint of sandalwood and vanilla cut through the stink of burnt death. “You know this place?”

				Mason looked up at the street name bolted to the brick on the outer wall. Battered and grimed with soot, the name could still be seen. Cemaes Street. No number marked the door, but he knew it was number twenty-two. It felt as unreal as a dream and he knew Pandarus was laughing at them. Hard. “I was born here.”

				Frost turned to the policeman. “Sergeant, can you please stand guard at this door? Let no one enter.”

				Jones frowned. “Just what is your business here?”

				“That, I can’t say.” Frost moved ahead of Mason, his shoes and walking stick tapping against the curve of the steps. “Mason?”

				He blinked, pulling his thoughts back in. His instincts turned and twisted, caught in the strangeness of standing before his childhood home. He followed Frost and closed the front door behind him.

				His vision shifted, finding the distinct grey that cleared the darkness. A cold fire holding nothing but a few scraps of cindered paper and ash said the room had stood empty for a while. Beside the cast iron fireplace stood a stool and on it was a cracked plate smeared with grease and a crust of bread. Would they find the owner of the bread in the cellar? They had nothing. They wouldn’t abandon food.

				His chest tightened, the perfect rhythm of his heart faltering. This could’ve been his family, caught, butchered and burnt by Pandarus’s minions. It was strange good fortune for him to have no living relatives. Someone else had not been so lucky.

				“We should examine the body.” Frost’s voice was soft, quiet. He’d removed his hat, and the sign of respect unexpectedly choked Mason.

				“He’s playing games. This—” Mason waved his hands at the broken plaster on the walls, the black mould creeping out of the corners, “—could’ve been my family.” A caustic laugh escaped him. “If the smallpox outbreak of ‘71 hadn’t taken them all.”

				“You didn’t come back?”

				Mason rubbed at his jaw, not wanting to remember that bitter time. Only just fifteen, almost a man. He was a young footman in a country house in Lancashire and sending home as much money as he could to support his mother, brother and sister. “Couldn’t come back. Didn’t have the money. And anyway, by the time the news got to me, they were all in the ground. Unmarked.” A soft sigh escaped him and he was surprised to find Frost’s hand on his arm. “There was little point in coming back then.”

				Mason dug his fingers into the back of his neck, wanting to ease the strain in his muscles. “The body.”

				“Yes, focus on that.” Frost lifted his eyebrow. “Not a pleasant distraction but a distraction, nonetheless.” He rubbed his gloved hands together, the soft leather a quiet rasp. “As little as this room has, it does have the touch of the Marie Celeste to it. Were they taken from where they lived and...somehow attacked in their home?”

				Mason’s instincts, the sure feelings that had guided him for the years before his transfiguration, were a confusion in his blood. Death shrouded the room and bound with it was the hollow flesh that was koile, but memories muddled any clear insight. He had sat with his little sister at the fire, warming freezing fingers and toes on the scoops of coal and chips of wood their older brother had scrounged. His mother’s voice, soft and sometimes cracking with sorrow as she sang at the sink, seemed almost to pulse in the air. More than a memory. Something that scraped over his raw nerves.

				Pandarus wanted his confusion. He could do nothing for his family now, they’d been gone almost twenty years. Ruthlessly, Mason shoved down his past, swallowing against the ache in his throat. “Perhaps. I need to see the body.”

				The empty doorframe in the wall—the broken door was being used as a makeshift bed—was a dark hole going down into the cellar. Mason took to the creaking stairs, the wood bowing under his weight.

				The acrid stink of burnt hair and skin flooded his senses and he pressed a hand to his nose and mouth. His boot hit damp dirt and he turned into the cramped room.

				The body was curled up on its side on the dirt floor, knees brought up to the chest, hands clenched before its face. Every inch of its skin was blistered and scorched, so it was difficult to tell if it was a man or a woman. One thing he knew. It was most certainly koile.

				With his altered vision, the diamond glitter of exposed bone was obvious. This was something different from other koile. Was the nature of their flesh so flexible that Pandarus could easily change it?

				Frost stood behind him now. “It glitters like the bones of an automata or kardax. Strange.” He handed his hat and walking stick to Mason before he moved past him to squat beside the body. Removing his handkerchief from his inner pocket, he held it to his mouth and nose. The purifiers within the delicate material would drive away the stink of scorched flesh.

				He drew a set of silver tweezers from his coat pocket and lifted away a flap of skin. It cracked, flecks of burnt skin drifting up on the damp air.

				Mason winced. “It feels different. More than koile, less than us. But somehow, not whole...” He scratched at his forehead. His instincts didn’t make sense. “It’s a confliction.”

				“This has been put here to taunt us. Something to pull our focus away from finding him.” Frost stood and slipped the tweezers back into their ebony case. “Which means Pandarus has surplus automata. He’s calling them all in.”

				“So we’re no nearer to finding him or this mysterious Crown of Towers.”

				“It would seem not.” Frost stared up at the low ceiling. “He has to still be here, in the city. Though again he could be anyone and anywhere.”

				Pandarus’s latest skin, that of an Irish banker, had not yet turned up in the deadhouse. Though that said little. With the technology available to their enemy, turning a body to little more than unrecognisable ash was certainly open to him.

				“So what now?”

				Frost took back his walking stick and hat. “We quarantine this house. It’ll keep out the curious until Nestor can assemble a team for removal.” He pulled free the ektaxis from his greatcoat’s inner pocket, its alien inner workings gleaming under Mason’s altered vision. Frost drew his thumb over the mechanism. “Nestor. We need a removal unit to Vauxhall Ward. Cemaes Street. I’d also recommend a house-by-house search.”

				Nestor’s familiar profile, with his bushy moustache and swept-back hair rose above the thin plate of the device. “What have you found?”

				“Some form of hybrid. Koile, but hardened by the transfiguration process.” Frost pressed his lips together, anger forming lines across his brow. “We’re no closer—”

				The image flickered and another face briefly covered Nestor’s, mouth open, eyes narrowed. Shouting. But no sound broke through, only the hiss of static.

				Frost swore, his fingers a blur over the copper. “Where are you? Who are you?”

				“...Diomedes...”

				Mason’s heart tightened and he dug his fingers into the leather covering his palms. Diomedes was Captain Beresford’s designation.

				“This is Diomedes. We are under attack. Enemy forces have taken the house—”

				“Diomedes!” Frost broke into his warning. “Are you secure?”

				“Achilles...” There was relief in the man’s voice and he wiped a hand over his mouth. “For now. I lost contact with my men only minutes ago. Heavy vibrations are shaking the walls. They have to be bombarding us with pelekys weaponry.”

				“Your charge?”

				“Has been drifting in and out. Sometimes coherent—” The captain looked to his left and a light shower of grit and sand blurred his image. “They’re getting closer.”

				“Secure the room.” Frost reeled off a list of measures to protect Theodora, to secure the walls, the door, the cache of experimental weaponry in the laboratory. Diomedes moved as the instructions flowed. “Is that understood, Diomedes?”

				“Sir—”

				The image churned. An arc of moving brick replaced the captain. Sound thundered, a continuous run of explosions that filled the cellar. Mason thought he caught a man’s scream before he pressed his hands to his ears. He tried to deny the riot of noise and the well of panic wanting to drown him. But he couldn’t.

				Pandarus had played them. They were nothing but puppets. Stupid puppets. Their former master, their Ilarches would always be one step ahead of them. Pandarus had led them out of the Hall like sheep and mobilised his forces to take it. He’d breached the laboratory.

				The way was completely clear for him to abduct Theodora. Again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				7. The Destruction of Greenbank Hall

				Frost bolted from the cellar. Mason followed, shouting at Sergeant Jones to seal the house and await the arrival of the authorities.

				The policeman stared at them, his questions lost as they pounded over the cobbles towards the aeolipile. The foul air burned in Mason’s lungs, his heart labouring as it fought against the poison in his body. And as he had feared, the drunks from the pub had surrounded their engine. More than one had a cudgel and were battering the roof, foul curses and anger mounting as they made no dent or scuff on the gleaming, golden metal.

				Frost charged forward, obviously in no mood to reason with the men. His walking stick was a blur of blackness, finding an arm, ribs, a jaw. Blood arced. Their quick cries followed with slow agonised moans and they slumped away from the engine. The more sober staggered back from the raging man, faces white and hands held up in surrender.

				Frost pointed to his door and Mason moved to open it. Even in the heat of battle, he never forgot the roles they must play.

				“Go home,” Mason muttered to the men before he climbed in beside Frost.

				The clean, silent interior of the aeolipile was a rush to Mason’s senses. He wasted no time and drew on the gyroscope that steered the craft. The machine surged up into the air.

				Frost was silent beside him, his gloved hand still holding tight to his bloodied walking stick. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and his pale face was bleak. The cuff of his coat was torn, the stitching ragged. For Frost not to lament the destruction of a favourite coat, to declare its illustrious provenance and how he was going to explain it to his tailor, ate at Mason. He ached to close a hand over his tight fist but Frost’s absolute stillness disconcerted him.

				“Beresford is a good man. He’ll protect Theodora.”

				Frost didn’t reply, simply fixed his gaze forward as they swept over a railway station and warehouses, heading south. His fingers flexed around the walking stick, dabs of blood visible on the soft leather. They reformed into a fist, the solid wood cracking under the pressure, and his jaw tightened.

				The man was blaming himself.

				“You couldn’t know—”

				“I did know. I knew all along.” Frost bit out the words. “It was why I didn’t go to Dyrford Park. Instead, Pandarus leads me out of the Hall by the nose!” He pulled the ektaxis from his coat and brought up the image of Nestor. He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Did you see Diomedes?”

				Nestor ran a hand over his hair, his face worn and crumpled. “A unit is on its way. Did the shield fail?”

				Frost closed his eyes for a brief moment. “That has to be it.” Yet, more blame for the man to carry. “And I thought...” He drew in a deep breath. “We’ll be at the house in a few minutes—”

				“Achilles—”

				Frost wiped a bloodied thumb over the device, silencing his commander. His image vanished. “Use the trees for cover. We don’t know if they’ve taken up a position at the Hall, or if they’ve simply...” He wet his lips, his chin lifting. “Or if they snatched Theodora and ran.”

				“We’ll find a vantage point in Sefton Park. Close enough to observe but far enough to evade attack.”

				“Agreed.” Frost pulled his gloves free of his fingers and pushed them into his coat pocket. He let his walking stick fall against his leg and dropped into silence again.

				Mason focused on flying, on speeding the aeolipile over docks, warehouses and the belching smoke of stacks. He didn’t know this man beside him. A solid, bleak mask had fallen over every other one Frost wore. Pandarus taking Theodora had torn his heart out. Again.

				Mason frowned at the layer of new smoke twisting and curling to disappear into the grey sky. A stone dropped in his belly. The smoke came from Greenbank Hall.

				“Stop here.”

				Frost’s command jerked him up and the aeolipile juddered, protesting at the sudden pressure of his hands. Over the still-frosted canopy of trees, he could just make out the roof of the Hall. Something didn’t sit right. The thin tower with its dovecot was a broken shard, blackened brick and wood stark against the sky, but it wasn’t that. “It’s...lower.”

				Mason wished he’d not spoken. Surprise had caught him. The Hall was listing, its foundations obviously damaged. Foundations such as the cellar that had housed Theodora.

				Seconds ticked over and Mason stretched his fingers against the gyroscope, his nerves eating at him as he watched for any sign that the enemy still held the house. Nothing moved. Only the spatter of rain and the threads of grey-black smoke that caught on cold winds.

				“It looks clear.”

				“Wait.” The single word was hard.

				Another long minute passed and Mason could see nothing. But then he was not Frost... Yet, his instincts hadn’t flared, giving him a warning that the Hall was still a danger to them. “There could be survivors. Injured soldiers. Your staff.”

				“Pandarus will leave no one alive.” His lips pressed together, briefly. “We wait.”

				“They’re not there—”

				“I can’t risk him taking you too!”

				The words burst from Frost, sudden and fierce, surprising Mason. He met Frost’s gaze, seeing something there that he couldn’t name. The worry was not that Frost would lose him, but that Pandarus would gain him as a resource. The perfect insider, with the devil squatting at the back of his brain, just waiting to spill every secret.

				Frost shut his eyes, his fists pressed hard against his thighs. He let out a slow breath. “I’ve already failed Theodora. I promised to keep her safe. And her mother gave her life for that promise. But to fail you...”

				“You haven’t. You won’t.” Mason stared down at the latticework of copper set before him in the gyroscope, counting the precise beat of his pulse. He looked up. “Though no lament over your coat cuff?” He gave him a quick smile. “Shame on you, Mr. Frost.”

				Frost blinked, looked at his sleeve and poked his finger through the loosened stitching. A twitch of his mouth brought a shine to his eyes. “I am sorely remiss. I cannot count the number of little tailors who fought the ache of cramp to stitch perfection into this cloth, and now a gaggle of street-corner roughs have ruined it.”

				Mason grinned at him. Frost’s dandy mask lightened his heart. “It is truly shocking.”

				Frost’s hand covered his, the touch of skin against skin an electric wire through his flesh. His pulse raced and he darted a glance at the man too close beside him. “Thank you.”

				The urge to lean across the narrow space, to taste Frost’s mouth, deepening it into a kiss that would only whet his appetite for more, smashed over Mason. It was inappropriate. He couldn’t satisfy the constant ache that held him. They had their orders. Their mission. “We should land.”

				Frost removed his hand and the hollow feeling in his flesh forced Mason to grit his teeth. “From this position, it appears they didn’t attack from the front. Set down behind the kitchen.”

				Mason pushed the aeolipile low over the line of elms, skirting the lawns. The Hall looked strangely intact, if sunken. Mullioned windows stood empty of their glass, but the brick and lintels were in place...until he rounded the west wing.

				Pandarus had attacked from the rear, possibly using the thick line of oak to obscure his weaponry. Whole walls had vanished, leaving scorched brick and the rooms exposed to the wind and increasing rain.

				Theodora’s bedroom, with its soft silks and pale colours, was stained with blood, arcs of it covering the wall. Below it, the old schoolroom had its desks splintered and trampled and more than one body lay slumped under bricks and dust. More bricks littered the paths and grass, flattening shrubs. Mason winced as he spied a bloodied arm under the remains of a fallen tree.

				Yet...the attack had his gut turning in on itself. “The pattern is wrong.” He landed the aeolipile and fixed his attention on the house. “The bricks blew out.”

				“Nestor was right. The shield failed and they simply walked in.” Frost pushed open the door of the craft and the action caught Mason by surprise. With it came the lurch in his stomach that there was no one alive to witness their charade of master and valet.

				Mason scrambled after him. He believed there was no one in the Hall now, but he couldn’t risk Frost being attacked. “The kitchen door is shut.” He frowned, turned the handle and pushed it open. “And unlocked.” He stopped. Scents mixed in the air, familiar, tantalising. Alice, from the hints of coal, carbolic and a touch of rosewater and with her, a man.

				Frost stepped past him in the narrow passage, his boots clicking against the terracotta tile. A bitter laugh broke from him. “Menelaus was here. I can actually smell him.”

				Mason pulled in another breath, drawing in more air, until the image of the young girl almost stood there before him. Smiling, her palms damp and the aroma of excitement fairly burned from her.

				Frost ran his palm along the wall until his fingers dug through the cracked plaster. He tugged at the copper wiring, yanking it out. “The switch at the door is intact. The wiring undisturbed. How did they break the shield?”

				“They didn’t.” Mason closed his eyes, his throat tight. Pandarus had been playing more than him. Poor little Alice and her hunger to be loved. “Alice did. Your brother was her beau. She let him in.”

				Frost stared at him. “Her what?”

				“Mr. Herbert Edward Chase. Alice spoke of him this morning.”

				“And you didn’t think to—” The thrum of the ektaxis in his pocket broke into his rebuke. “Achilles.”

				Nestor’s face lifted into the shadows of the passage. “Two units are minutes from your position.”

				“Keep them outside. The structure of the Hall has been weakened. See the utilities are cut. Achilles out.” He fixed his dark gaze on Mason again. A hint of white light shone from him. “What were you thinking?”

				Anger swelled in Mason’s stomach. He knew grief and frustration churned within Frost—within both of them—and he fought to push down his own feelings. “The day went to hell, if you’ll remember, Frost.”

				The man turned on his heel and wiped a hand across his mouth. “Let’s get this over with.”

				The kitchen was almost the same as he had left it earlier in the day, though the usual smells of cooking meats, the hint of flour, of pastries and potatoes were absent. Heat from the range fought with the chill of glassless windows, but the stiff breeze stirred different scents.

				Tears pricked Mason’s eyes as he squatted down to find young Mary, the tweeny, under the sink, her limbs splayed like a broken doll. Someone had blasted a hole through her chest, the heat so fierce it cauterised her flesh. He swore and reached out to close her horrified eyes with gentle fingers.

				“I have three in the cook’s room, two in the pantry and the stains of three more in the passage to the back stairs.” Frost rattled off the list, the tightness to his words revealing his pain. “They tried to warn of the attack.”

				He unbuttoned his greatcoat and threw it across a kitchen chair. His hat joined it. “Menelaus dragged a weapon with him. It scored through the stains. Turned the stairs to ash.”

				“Weakened the foundations.”

				Frost dug his fingers into the back of his neck. “It has to be done.” He murmured the words almost to himself and strode out of the kitchen.

				Mason pulled off his own greatcoat and ran to catch up with Frost. The man stood at the edge of the passage. A huge hole formed where once the stairs had stood. There was only darkness beneath them, with the splash of water and the faint odour of town gas.

				“Time to ruin my shoes too.”

				He leapt, vanishing into the blankness. A heartbeat later and followed by a splash and a curse, he shouted up, “Jump, Mason.”

				Mason squinted down, finding his altered vision. The cellar tunnel was pooled with water, and holes punched through its walls. Taking a steadying breath, he jumped the twelve feet to the stone floor. He expected a shoot of pain, a protest from bones and muscles...but none came. Even after so many weeks, his transfiguration could still surprise him.

				Frost’s hand steadied him. “Ready?”

				Mason nodded, tugging at the hem of his suit coat to straighten it. “Ready.”

				Gas lurked in arches and dips in the cellar ceiling, the stink of it catching at Mason’s throat. But there was no ominous hiss—Nestor had worked fast—and the open walls had dissipated the worst of it.

				The walls to his left were now little more than dust, and the ceilings in the network of rooms on the other side of the tunnel dipped dangerously. Some had given way, spewing the contents of the above room into the dank and the wet.

				There was no sign of any of the battery of soldiers. The barracks had crumbled to ash. Mason suspected that Menelaus had caught most of the soldiers at rest in their bunks.

				Frost stopped. The shattered door of his laboratory stood off its hinges, listing into the tunnel. His head bowed and Mason pressed a hand to his shoulder, unable to stop himself. Everything the man had worked for, every impossible machine had been born in that strange room. Frost covered Mason’s hand with his own, giving a brief surprising squeeze, before he moved forward.

				“They were unimportant. Trifles. She...” His voice faded.

				Menelaus had blown a hole through to the room that housed Theodora. The Armstrong-Swan cage itself was surprisingly intact, but the door stood open and it was achingly empty.

				Something pricked the hairs on the back of Mason’s neck. He turned away from the cage, staring over the debris of the laboratory. Bookshelves had been overturned, sections cindered to blackened shards. Metal formed still molten pools on the floor, dripping over the broken workbench to splash against the tiles. Papers littered every surface.

				Under the drip of liquids, there was another sound. Something slow. Drawn, with a slowed beat as a counterpoint. Something alive.

				“Frost! I think the captain is somewhere in here.” Mason worked like a fiend, digging his way through the mass of debris until he spied an arm half-buried under the rubble of bricks and wood. The serge of the blue uniform was only tatters, and blood stained the skin, but there was a pulse beating at the wrist.

				“William.” Frost’s voice was soft. To jerk the injured man into sudden action would only worsen his wounds. “Can you hear me?” He pressed his hand to the captain’s as he nodded to Mason to start to remove the rest of the rubble. “You’re safe now.”

				Mason threw the last of the broken bricks to the side and lifted away a long sheet of copper. “Frost. Look.” He stepped back, propping the metal sheet against the broken bench.

				They’d tried to transfigure Captain Beresford, that was Mason’s first thought. Copper splashed over his chest, welded to his skin, in a mockery of his lost muscle and flesh. More slithered over his legs and coated his right arm down to the fingertips. Threads of copper followed the path of veins, disappearing and reappearing against the skin he still retained.

				The captain’s eyelids moved, and the flutter revealed the shine of copper replacing his irises.

				“Theodora...?” His voice was a dry croak. He swallowed, and the movement of muscles and his sudden breath lifted his coppered-encased chest.

				“What happened here, Captain?” Frost added a touch of authority to his voice, not enough to censure, but enough to snap his attention back.

				“I was...” Beresford frowned and a sliver of metal drew a line across his brow. “I was following your instructions. I’d pulled on the armoured tunic...” He glanced down and panic hit him, his face flooding with colour, his body jerking. “What did they do to me?”

				“Calm yourself, Captain.” Frost regripped the man’s unaltered hand. “Your report.”

				Mason shrugged off his coat, rolled it into a pillow and eased it under the injured man’s head. Beresford sank back against it with a weary sigh. “Your brother and his wife. They burst in, a weapon unlike any I’d seen. It blasted a hole to Theodora’s room.”

				Threads of metal moved with his tightened features. “I opened fire on Menelaus. Hit his wife square in the chest. She fell. And he turned his weapon on me.” His metal-coated chest lifted and dropped. “I knew nothing till you woke me.”

				“And Theodora?”

				Beresford wet his lips and winced. “The kardax had her mind. She was ordering your brother to free her. Rattling the cage, even as it burned her skin.” He closed his eyes. “I failed her.”

				“No. You did your duty and you survived, Captain. Stopping them was impossible.”

				The man blinked. “That’s something he said. Menelaus laughed, just before he fired. He said...” Beresford frowned and brought his hand to his face. He didn’t seem to notice the press of copper-coated tips to his skin. “He said, ‘Do you think you can stop this? Stop us? The Crown of Towers will rise tomorrow. And your world will go to hell.’”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				8. Barricading the City

				Frost stood at the hotel window, perfectly still. It was the stillness that again disturbed Mason. Frost was withdrawing; had been since Nestor had taken personal charge at Greenbank Hall.

				The light from the single gas lamp on a small table flickered against Frost’s perfect features. Gas hissed and it was the only sound in the silence. There was a bleakness to Frost now, something lost. They were on the brink of losing everything...and the one man they needed stared out of a long window, watching a city trying to save itself from chaos.

				“The report is that Captain Beresford is resting.” Mason ran his fingers over the ektaxis, still unused to the device. Nestor had taken one glance at Frost as they stood on the lawns of his estate and handed over the narrow plate of copper. Then Nestor gave the nod for a modified aeolipile to swing its wrecking ball into Frost’s half-destroyed home. “He’s healing fast, they say.”

				“The tunic I ordered him to wear.” Frost’s words were quiet. “Its armour was grown from a slice of my bone, combined with copper.”

				Warm, living metal now coated the captain’s skin. Mason’s throat tightened. Here was something else to which Frost could assign his guilt. “He’s been transfigured.”

				“In a way. I don’t know what he is.” Frost’s laugh was dry with a hard edge. “We’ve yet to see if he develops a heightened sense of fashion.”

				“On a captain’s wage?”

				Frost snorted. “I’ll look into a stipend.” He turned away from the window, crossing the room to a sideboard. He toyed with the crystal stopper of a decanter. “I haven’t been able to drink myself into a stupor for too many years. Never thought I’d miss it.”

				Mason pushed on with his report. “Nestor is securing the city. His men are hunting for Pandarus before he acts.” He glanced out of the window, the gaslit street empty of people, carts and trams even though it was only early evening. They could take no chances. His own instincts were screaming at him, a rawness to his nerves that he fought to suppress. Pandarus was in the city and their time was almost come. “He’s continuing the gas leak scare. After the destruction wrought by the hollow ships, Liverpool Corporation is more than ready to assist him.”

				A smile tugged at the corner of Frost’s mouth. “I’ve never seen so many ’ships crowding the sky.” He frowned at the window, the running lights of the airships twinkling through the familiar wreaths of smoke and fog. “But a modified, gas-filled balloon is no match for Martian weaponry.”

				He poured brandy into a rounded glass. “Would you like some? 1873. A passable year.”

				Mason gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to fight with Frost, but his casual attitude, the air of defeat and almost disinterest that hung over the man tore fire through his gut. His instincts already had him panicked in a way he couldn’t explain, even to himself. He wanted the man he had come to know, to rely on, not this...fop.

				“Nestor has raided everywhere identified with Pandarus. The North Western Hotel, Exchange Flags, the Lyceum.” Mason squinted down at the ektaxis. “He even shut down Garston Docks. Anything to do with Irish banking was also seized. They found nothing. He’s in the city. But we have no clue where.”

				Frost sniffed the brandy, sloshing the dark amber liquid in its glass. He took a sip. “You can simply taste the icy weather.”

				Mason swore hard and quick. “What are you doing?”

				The man lifted an eyebrow. “Is there a point in me twisting myself into a knot? In a few hours we’ll fight, and in all likelihood, die.” He stared into his glass. “He has Theodora. My people and my home are gone. I transfigured a man.” He pushed out a slow breath, but there was colour in his cheeks. Frost was fighting down his anger, he wasn’t immune to it. “I will fight, but our cause is lost.”

				Mason snorted. “I’ve faced a lost cause before. Still here.”

				Frost looked up and his eyes shone with an inner light, fierce and sharp. “You saw the future. The future of every living thing on this planet. We’ve done nothing to change it.”

				“You can’t know that.”

				“Pandarus has unknown numbers of automata and kardax at his command. He has Theodora, a central figure in his plans. And we?” He waved a hand to the window. “We have balloons.”

				“We—” Mason took a step closer to Frost, “—have you.”

				Frost’s mouth curled in disgust and he knocked back the rest of the brandy. “He was right. Pandarus. I get people killed.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I will get you killed.”

				“I made my peace with death a long time ago.”

				“So fucking noble.” Frost bit out the word. “Going to your god like a soldier.”

				The words were meant as an insult to force anger through Mason and drive him out of the hotel room. Push distance between them, so that Frost could face down Pandarus alone. He had to know that Mason would follow the man into hell itself. And Frost did. He knew it. It was there in his eyes. It brought him yet another twist of guilt.

				“Get out, Mason. I’ll ring if I need you for anything.”

				“Nestor told me to remain here until we know what Pandarus is up to. Orders of a superior officer.” He snapped a salute. “Sir.”

				Frost cursed and poured himself another brandy. “This is not a game.”

				Nerves heated Mason’s blood, made his fingers itch. Anger and guilt surged into the aching want that always bubbled away in his mind and flesh.

				Frost was right. They would die that night. They had no future, neither the one he’d imagined with Frost as Theodora’s husband, nor the secret, impossible one that pained him to think on. A future shared solely with Frost. But what they did have was the time before Pandarus raised the Crown of Towers.

				“We were never a game.” Mason covered Frost’s mouth, pulling a forceful kiss. The shock of firm, sure lips against his own, the taste of Frost mixed with the sweet brandy, drew a groan from Mason, and the parting of his own mouth invited Frost in.

				Sensation cracked under Mason’s skin, his gut tightened and his balls ached. Heaven help him, he’d find his release all too soon, and just from a chaste kiss.

				Frost’s fingers worked through Mason’s hair, fingers tightening. Pain and pleasure laced into his flesh. “You will wait.” He growled the words, his breath hot and sweet. “If we do this, it will be perfect.” In a blur of movement, he shoved Mason against the oak-panelled wall, pressing his body against his in every way. “Is that understood, Patroclus?”

				Mason swallowed. Frost’s familiar scent surrounded and invaded him. Sandalwood and vanilla. Aromas that had him hard at the slightest hint, but these moments were their only time. Perfect. He would make it perfect. “Understood, Achilles.”

				Frost bit his lip. “I promised you everything.”

				Mason’s head fell back against the hard panelling. The thought of Frost, of him finally together, of seeing a bliss he brought overcoming the other man... It squeezed his heart. “Everything?” The question was little more than a groan.

				Frost drew his fingers around the first ivory button of Mason’s coat. He traced over the intricate design. “Tonight you’re mine. And exactly how I want you.” His thumb pushed through the buttons, following a slow slide over the smooth material.

				Every touch was precise, perfect. For him or the intricate buttons and expensive cloth, Mason didn’t know. He pushed away that thought and the doubt that came with it. It was only them in the silent, shadowed room. No one else.

				“For you.” The words burned over Mason’s mouth and Frost kissed him. His tongue teased against Mason’s bottom lip, snapping fire under his skin. Pushing the coat from Mason’s shoulders, he dropped it across a chair. “Though, that coat is one of my favourites. Wore it when I insulted Lord Salisbury’s beard.”

				Mason spluttered a laugh. “Shocking.”

				“He turned a delightful shade of puce.” Frost’s finger stroked over a mother-of-pearl button stitched to Mason’s waistcoat. “I have a waistcoat in the exact colour.” He pushed the buttons through, one after the other. “Where was I?”

				He pressed himself against Mason, his hands finding a hot path around his waist. Mason sucked in a breath, fighting the tight ache in his balls. The simplest of touches drove him to distraction.

				“Slow and sure.” The words were followed by the waistcoat joining the coat on the chair. Frost’s attention moved to his tie. He pulled free the Indian silver pin and threw it, letting it clatter against the decanter on the sideboard. With a dark smile, he eased the tie free and unbuttoned the collar. “I’ve wanted to do this.” His fingers teased, tracing heated patterns through the smooth linen of Mason’s shirt. “Undress you. I would play with every fantasy, if we had the time...”

				For a moment, the illusion was broken and his fingers stilled. In the silence of the hotel room, with the golden light of the gas lamp playing against his skin, Mason cupped Frost’s jaw. The touch sparked electricity over his palm and he drew his thumb down over Frost’s parted mouth. “We have now.”

				Frost kissed his thumb tip. “Now is enough. I will make it enough.” He surged forward and took Mason’s mouth, something slow and deep, hot and sure. Mason curled his fingers against Frost’s chest and couldn’t stop the trembling, nor the moan that escaped him. He wanted every inch of this man. Every inch.

				Frost pulled back with a smug smile. “No more of your touching. It’s distracting. Now—” he licked his lips, “—I believe I was here.” He opened the shirt buttons, his knuckles and fingertips caressing Mason’s skin with each slow slide. He eased back the braces holding up his trousers and lifted an eyebrow. “Your hands.”

				Mason complied, lifting his arms, a distinct tremor running to his fingertips. Frost unbuttoned the cuff from each sleeve and popped the solitaires. First one then the other. Mason’s heart thudded. Frost’s attention, the mirroring of the intimate care which he himself brought to the man every day was dizzying. Mason held his gaze, the warmth and wickedness he found there a heady mix.

				One question burned on the tip of Mason’s tongue. “Did you think of this as I dressed you?”

				“Perhaps.” Frost slipped the shirt over his shoulders, pressing a kiss to Mason’s collarbone. The crack of heat flaring under his skin broke a groan. “Or perhaps I simply imagined you wet.” He licked a slow line up his throat. “Naked.” His teeth grazed his skin and Mason swore. “Totally mine.”

				Frost’s palms caressed Mason’s chest, a delicious slide over his stomach to stop at the buttons of his trousers. A thumb teased above the smooth band, and Mason drew in a sharp breath. His body vibrated with want, the hum of it throbbing under his skin. Frost was still fully dressed, the brush of cool cloth a taunt to Mason’s bare skin.

				“So sensitive,” Frost murmured, his lips brushing Mason’s ear, and the sensation, the touch of his hot breath, his lips, danced light before his eyes. “Have you thought about me fucking you?”

				Mason licked dry lips. “Yes.”

				“Good.”

				Frost nipped a path down Mason’s neck, his hands slipping over his hips. Mason’s heart stuttered, failing in its mechanical precision under the man’s onslaught. Frost dipped his head to lick and kiss his chest, his stomach and Mason’s hands squeezed into bloodless fists. The pain fought with the fire in his flesh. Frost was killing him.

				“What...?” Mason swallowed and focused his hazy vision on the man now kneeling before him. He couldn’t breathe. Frost was so close, so close to where he ached for him.

				Frost held his gaze. The want there had his gut tight and his dick so hard it was a blissful agony. “Not yet, Mason. Perfect, remember?”

				He bit at his lip to stop the flow of curses that needed to fly from him. “I don’t have your...restraint.”

				“Restraint.” Frost snorted. He pulled a boot free and rolled up a sock. The other boot followed. He sat back on his heels. “If we survive, I am taking you against the nearest wall.”

				Again the future intruded into the illusion Frost had wrapped around their room. Mason broke the man’s rule and stroked his hand over the smoothness of his hair. They only had this time. This night. Come the following night they would be dead. His heart twisted, the thought of losing Frost a sudden, hollow ache. It was more than lust, more than unexpected friendship. Frost was a fellow soldier. He admired him.

				A fist tightened in Mason’s chest as heated emotion hit his gut. He loved him.

				“Agreed.”

				Mason found himself speaking, his revelation a shock that scattered his thoughts. It had crept up on him. Silent. Stealthy. Day by day. He eased his fingers free and pressed his hand to his mouth. He loved him...

				Frost lifted an eyebrow. “Hands to yourself. Good. Whereas mine...” He pushed his palm over Mason’s thigh, drawing closer to his straining dick. He ran light fingers over the obvious bulge and a dark smile touched his mouth. He unbuttoned the fly with slow and aching precision, the press of his fingers fleeting. “This. Definitely mine.”

				“Frost...please.” He was happy to beg. Anything if he could find relief. Anything. Lust and love drove through him, a wild and unexpected pleasure.

				“All things come...” The man had the audacity to smirk. “You know the rest.”

				Mason’s trousers and underwear were a puddle of cloth at his bare feet. His dick stood free and he fought to keep his hands to his sides. To deny touching himself, or what he ached for—fisting his fingers in Frost’s dark hair and driving his dick into that perfect, perfect mouth.

				Frost drew closer, his hot breath a taunt to Mason’s aching dick. He licked his lips and his golden-brown eyes shone. The man was pure sin. And Mason ached for him.

				Frost lifted an eyebrow. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				9. Before the Storm

				“You want me to...?” Mason stared at him, his heart in his throat and the need for him to say yes a heavy ache in his gut.

				Frost licked the head of his dick, a slow, wet slide that broke a curse from Mason. Frost’s thumb teased, his strong fingers stroking, urging his dick ever closer to his mouth. “I want you.”

				Mason caught his hand in Frost’s hair and the man groaned. A thudding heartbeat later Frost’s hot mouth took him deep. Mason’s knees almost buckled, sheer force of will fighting back the shock of pleasure that worked to break his thoughts. Not yet. Frost wanted their stolen time to be perfect. And he would give him that.

				His free hand cracked back against the oak panelling, wanting the pain, the distraction, because Frost’s mouth, his tongue, the sight of him on his knees, taking him with such wanton joy...

				Mason crushed his eyes shut, but his other senses burst over him. The wet slide of Frost’s mouth. His soft moans. The bite of his fingers into Mason’s thigh, his other hand cupping his balls, with his fingers stroking over the base of his dick. Each sensation distinct and searing lightning under his flesh.

				“Frost, if you don’t stop...”

				His tongue curled—its shape, its pressure of such perfection that stars sparked behind Mason’s eyelids. Fire flickered through his flesh, the tightness of his balls and the ache to give in to the desperate pleasure pounded in his blood.

				“You have to stop. Fuck...”

				Frost took the whole of his dick. All of it. Mason cried out as painful joy blistered over him, searing white, his body hardly his own. Crackles of electricity ran from his toes to his skull, melting his spine. And still Frost’s mouth remained, taking all of him.

				Mason shook and only the other man’s hand firm on his thigh kept him upright and pinned to the wall. It was insanity not to want this joy. Absolute insanity.

				Frost eased back, swirling his clever tongue, licking and chasing the final flickers of Mason’s pleasure. Fingers stroked his thighs, the sensitive stir of his skin teasing him anew...but with his hold gone, Mason couldn’t stop himself. He slid to the floor in a boneless heap. Opening his mouth to speak, he found his dried tongue as useless as the rest of his body.

				Frost’s smile was sin itself. “I told you. I have a talent for pleasure.”

				A broken laugh escaped Mason. “Yes.” He wiped a shaking hand down his face. “I would have to agree.”

				Frost leaned in, tilting up Mason’s chin to drop a salt-sweet kiss on his lips. “And I’m not finished with you.”

				Mason blinked, the haze of his release falling away. Frost was still completely dressed, not even a coat button undone. The only evidence of their time together was the wet shine to his firm lips.

				His heart clenched. Frost was more than handsome. He was utterly beautiful. And Mason loved him. The words burned on his tongue, but remained unsaid. He grasped for something else to say. “Did you imagine us on the floor?”

				Frost grinned. “On the floor. On a chair. Over the side of an aeolipile.” He offered his hand and the grin deepened. “My imagination is broad.”

				Mason took his hand, the fresh spark of need flashing under his skin. He wanted everything about the man. His body, his mind and every mask he wore. The playful dandy. The soldier. The brilliant inventor. The pain of it was an ache in his chest. He couldn’t tell him. Couldn’t admit it.

				Frost read him with ease. At times, the man seemed to squat in his mind as effortlessly as the now silent voice of Pandarus. Frost had to know how he felt. And yet he’d said nothing. It gave Mason only one answer. Frost didn’t want or return his love.

				Mason pressed his mouth to Frost’s, his eyes closed, tasting him, a slow burn that stirred him even as it brought pain. He couldn’t let Frost see the bite of his rejection.

				Already Frost’s fingers moved to his coat and he shrugged free of it without his lips leaving Mason. His smile seared Mason’s skin. It was lust to Frost. A way to chase out the darkness and the end that hung over them both.

				His coat hit the floor.

				Mason drew back, startled. He blinked. This was Agamemnon Frost. His clothes were more precious than gold to a miser. “Not a favourite?”

				“I only commented on the shine of Gladstone’s head wearing this one.”

				Mason snorted. “An easy shot.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Whereas the waistcoat...” He sighed as Mason unfastened the jet buttons. “I flirted with Sophia of Prussia in this.”

				Mason lifted an eyebrow, ignoring the quick spike of jealousy. He had Frost now. Not some German princess. “A conquest?”

				“A dare.” His gaze narrowed. “And as much as I enjoy your undressing me—as I have always enjoyed it—I have the more pressing need to fuck you.” Mason’s fingers stumbled over the last button, and heat surged in his belly. Frost glanced down at Mason’s dick. He looked back, the fire and want in his gaze stopping Mason’s breath. “And you need me to.” He pointed to the canopied bed. “There. Now.”

				Mason stepped back, his heels catching on the deep pile of the carpet. The sight of Frost stripping for him dried his mouth. His spine hit the cold metal of the bed frame and he watched the man undress with quick efficiency.

				Frost was a statue, his chest and feet bare, the sleek perfection of his muscles gilded by light. Dark eyes held Mason mesmerised as he undid his fly. “Five weeks.” His head tilted. “Just five. I feel as if I’ve known you forever.”

				The soft tone threaded through Mason, followed by a pinch of pain. “I’ve never seen you take off your clothes so quick.”

				Frost smirked. “With you, I draw out the pleasure. Right now.” The last of his clothes joined the pile on the chair. “I only need you.”

				He closed the short distance between them, his fingers catching in Mason’s hair. The first tantalising brush of skin against skin ran a hot current under his flesh, wiping his mind momentarily clean of all thought.

				“I said on the bed.” The order was firm.

				“You weren’t specific...”

				Frost growled, a low, throaty sound that scalded through Mason’s veins. “Bed.” He stepped back, and the absence of his warmth, of the pleasure of his touch, ran a shiver over Mason. “Now.”

				Mason took his hand, entwining his fingers, and pulled Frost around the bed. He pushed back the heavy winter blankets and a blush crept across his face. He fought down his embarrassment. He wanted Frost. He loved him. “The last man I had—more than three years ago now—it was rushed.” His gaze flicked to the wall where Frost had simply wrung him dry. “A ship’s wall. I’ve never had a bed.”

				Frost kissed him, a light stroke of his lips, his breath a hot sigh. “For me, it’s been years.”

				“You?” Mason stared at him. “But...”

				“Mason, get on the bed.”

				A smile broke from him and he climbed onto the bed, the mattress creaking and groaning under his weight.

				“On your back,” Frost murmured as Mason rolled onto his stomach. “I want to watch you.”

				Mason briefly closed his eyes, the flutter in his belly and the ache in his already hard dick reacting to the thought.

				Frost knelt between his legs, the mattress groaning. Mason winced. “They’ll hear.”

				“So?” Frost ran strong hands over Mason’s thighs, parting them, the hot slide of his palms, the digging tracks of his fingers pure torture. “Nestor knows. He doesn’t care.”

				Mason stilled, the sudden shock of their commander knowing about them chasing fear through him. “He said something?”

				“No. But he knows. Now.” Frost’s thumbs traced hard lines along the crease of his thighs and all thought of Nestor evaporated. “Can I please fuck you?”

				Mason let out a long slow breath. “Give me your hand.”

				Frost frowned, but did as he asked. Mason brought it to his mouth and licked Frost’s index and middle fingers. The tremor that ran through the man, the sudden darkening of Frost’s eyes, drove Mason to take his fingers, mirroring how Frost had almost devoured his dick.

				And he held Frost’s gaze. Watching his lover, enjoying the bite of his fingers into his thigh as he lost a portion of the steely control that had held him since they began. He wanted to see his effect, know that the wildness thrumming through his own flesh was there with Frost too. And it was. Sweat touched his upper lip now, darkened his hairline. The familiar exotic aromas of sandalwood and vanilla had deepened, offering a hint of Frost’s own warm scent.

				Mason gave the fingers a final lick, and Frost withdrew his hand to tease his wet fingers under Mason’s balls. His devilish smile would have graced a copy of the News. And he knew it. He drew a line, closer and closer until the anticipation was almost an agony.

				“Stroke yourself.” Frost’s hard command jerked his hand down as his lover eased a finger inside him. The ignition of heat chased up his spine and Mason bit his lip to hold back a cry. Frost curled and stretched him, adding a second finger.

				Mason gripped his dick, denying himself the boneless ecstasy that could all too easily overwhelm him. “Frost. Enough control. Fuck me.”

				“Lick.” Frost offered his other hand and Mason swiped his tongue from the base of his palm to the finger tips. He grinned as Frost swore softly. “Knees up to your chest.”

				A hard heartbeat later, as Mason’s pulse pounded, Frost’s dick pushed at his hole. Mason fought to breathe at the agonisingly slow stroke of Frost into his body. Every nerve flared. His chest tightened. And his lover watched him, his bright eyes fevered, the hand that held Mason’s calf biting, the muscles in his arms shaking.

				“Sweet...fuck.” Frost closed his eyes, his mouth parted and the sheen of sweat coating his skin. Mason doubted he’d ever seen a more beautiful sight. “Almost...”

				Frost groaned as his hips pushed hard up against him. Mason fought to breathe through the incredible fullness. The utter joy of finally, finally having Frost as his lover was a source of pleasure and of pain. His. For the night. Just his.

				Frost leaned forward, his strong hands effortless in lifting his body, and took a kiss from Mason’s mouth.

				The light of the lamp edged his face in gold, but his eyes were shadowed. “This...” He kissed him again, the electric touch of their skin and the aching fullness wrapping around Mason. “That we had more time.”

				Mason brushed a loose lock of hair from his lover’s face, his heart a pained stone in his chest. He wanted to tell him. Share that he loved him, but the words choked in his throat. “We’ll make the most of now.”

				Frost kissed him, his tongue finding his mouth, a fierce tasting...as he pulled his hips back. Mason almost mewled, Frost swallowing the strangled sound. He slammed back and stars danced across Mason’s eyes.

				“I’ll fuck you like I’ve ached to fuck you.” Frost leaned over him, their bodies tight and tangled, his hands fisting the bed sheet as he sank his teeth into Mason’s bottom lip. “Because we can.”

				Mason took his mouth, one hand in Frost’s hair, the other on his dick, and met every fierce thrust of Frost into his body.

				His lover’s slick skin slipped over his, hot, and the quick current arced sweet pleasure. It couldn’t be long. Already the thick ache in his balls promised a fast release. And Frost, Frost had controlled himself for too long. His loss of control was there in the tremor rippling through the muscles in his arms and his low moans.

				His stroke changed. Harder. Faster. Mason broke his mouth free, his hand working his dick, wanting to share his release with Frost. He watched him, held his gaze. More intimate than the tangle of their bodies, the rub of sweat or him buried so hard inside.

				Mason saw the building desire reflected in Frost’s eyes. The taut line of his body, the erratic strokes... So close. They were both so very close...

				Frost buried his face against Mason’s neck, teeth catching his skin, and stroked deep. The pleasure-pain of it charged Mason’s bones, his flesh, chasing blistering heat and intense joy. Fire and white-hot light flashed and melted every thought in his skull, and he clung to Frost’s damp body.

				Mason held him as he trembled in the aftermath of their lovemaking. He pressed a kiss to his hot shoulder, the salt taste of his skin delicious on his tongue. “Frost...”

				His lover shivered and let out a long sigh, running a tingle under Mason’s skin. “I have to move, don’t I?”

				“You have me wrapped in a knot.”

				Frost’s low laughter followed and slowly he eased himself free. Mason stretched out his body, surprised to find no cramps, no aches, simply the pleasurable hum lingering in his flesh.

				Frost brushed back the sweaty tangles of Mason’s hair, his thumb stroking over his cheek. Mason wanted to see something more in his eyes, but he found unfamiliar hesitation. It dug a new pain into his heart. “Was it enough?”

				A dark smile pulled at Frost’s mouth and the familiar hint of wickedness shone in his gaze. “No.” His lover’s lips ghosted his, and the fresh stir of want moved through Mason’s body. Frost pushed him into the mattress, pinning him there with sure strength. His face fell into shadow. “And we are, as yet, far from dead.”

				* * *

				Mason stared into the grey-lit darkness, his altered sight picking out the hands on the clock. Just before five in the morning. Frost’s arms were tight around him, his breath stirring the hair at the nape of his neck, his thigh pushed hard between Mason’s own. The even thud of his heart, slow and precise, beat in time with his. It was comforting and at the same time painful.

				They had lost the night in a haze of passion, their alien-made bodies never tiring and so sensitive to the slightest stir of breath or the play of fingers...

				Mason closed his eyes, denying a fresh wave of want. It was the morning. The day they died. He eased himself free of Frost’s fierce hold, unable to hold back a smile as the man tugged at Mason’s still-warm pillow and pressed his face into it.

				The smile faded. He still hadn’t told Frost he loved him. He doubted now he ever would. Turning away, he padded into the narrow bathroom and closed the door.

				Mason twisted the spoked tap on the ceramic surround of the bath. Water gushed in and he climbed over the edge. Hot, cold, it made little difference to his skin at that moment. Now he’d wash Frost from him, his scent, his touch, disappearing down the gurgling plughole.

				He ran the hard cake of amber soap over his skin, the familiar scent of thyme rising in the damp air. It did little to ease the ache in his gut. He washed quickly and dried his too-clean skin.

				Frost had admitted nothing, nothing more than an obvious desire. Mason had caught the shadow of hesitation more than once, and his instincts, so sharp, had screamed it was all to do with his promise to Theodora.

				Wishing he could shiver in the cold room, he lathered his shaving brush, sweeping it over his face with practiced strokes. A moment later, he stretched the skin on his jaw and scraped the razor over the bristles. The sound of Frost stirring caused the blade to nick him, the blood that beaded a thin line of red appearing all too briefly. The cut healed as he watched, his skin scar-free, as if the slice or the pain had never happened.

				Would Frost want him to see to him, to shave and rub vanilla and sandalwood into his skin. To dress him. Mason’s chest ached. It would’ve been so much easier if love had no place in his life, in his heart—

				He stopped, the razor poised above his skin. The mirror reflected his frown. Something was...wrong. The air stirred. It pricked his skin, every bare inch.

				Mason swore, splashed water onto his face and left the dark bathroom.

				“Mason...” Frost caught his fingers in his hair and unease burned from him. “About—”

				“It’s time.” Mason was almost glad the sour wrongness seared the back of his throat. Avoiding Frost saying how much he regretted their time together was not something he wanted or needed to hear. He crossed the room to grab his clothes. “Get dressed.”

				Frost frowned at him. “What...?”

				“It’s time.” Mason buttoned his fly. “The Crown of Towers is rising.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				10. Stepping out into the City

				“Achilles. Martian shields have encased a number of buildings.” Nestor paused. “Including this one.”

				Frost snatched up the ektaxis from the sideboard, his other hand fastening the buttons of his shirt. “What?”

				“And some sort of...ray has fixed around every ’ship in the sky.”

				Mason moved to the window, twitching back the long velvet curtain. Behind the netting and glass, the familiar droplets of oil hung in the shimmering air. It rippled against his skin, almost softening the sour stab of his other feeling, the insane one that cut through him with its wrongness. The running lights of airships laced the sky, a pale cloud enveloping each one. Frost had been right. Balloons were no match for Martians.

				“Just as he said.” Mason fixed his shirt collar. “They’re containing the city.”

				“But not us.” Frost focused on the device in his hand, the ghostly image of their commander clear in the darkness of the hotel room. “The Crown of Towers is rising. We’ll find it and destroy it.”

				Nestor was silent, his hand brushing over his thick moustache. There was a great deal he wasn’t saying. Mason could almost feel the press of it. The fact that they were now alone, that with the shields in place, no call for help, however desperate, would be answered. “Meet me in the foyer.”

				“Understood.” His thumb hovered over the controls. “Achilles, out.” Frost looked to him. “Where do we go?”

				Mason picked up his coat, the memory of how Frost had slipped it over his shoulders burning under his fingertips. The emergency had taken away the awkward conversation Frost had obviously wanted. The relief was bitter in Mason’s belly. “East from here.” He pointed to the window. “What I feel, it’s stronger that way.”

				“Mason...”

				He shrugged on his coat and fastened the buttons. He didn’t want to face his end with Frost’s regret. He packed down his emotions, fighting to pull on the internal armour that had lasted him so long in the British army. “Last night was last night. Now? We have our orders.”

				“I...” Frost was lost for words. It was there in his open mouth and the slight crease between his eyes. He blinked and something faded in him. The hard light of a soldier returned. He nodded. “What is the Crown of Towers?”

				“I don’t know. Something...vast.” His fingers itched to straighten the line of Frost’s coat, to readjust the sapphire pin pressed into the fold of his silk tie. He stopped himself. “It’s as if Pandarus fired electricity through flesh. It feels alive.”

				“Similar to the hollow ships?”

				“Yes. No.” Mason scratched at his damp hair. “I need to get outside.” He unlocked the door and left the room, not waiting to see if Frost followed. A single electric ceiling lamp lit the long corridor. Station X had commandeered the whole building, using it as their headquarters, but few were in the large hotel and the floor was silent.

				He took to the wide stairs, his boots quiet on the carpet. He was running away. He knew it. But he needed the moment, the time to tighten a shield around his feelings for Frost, as the Martians had enclosed every ’ship. He couldn’t face the enemy with his thoughts broken and raw from Frost’s rejection.

				“Sir.” A young technician stepped out from the shadows of the doors leading to the foyer. He held two steaming tin mugs. “As hot as we could make it.”

				Mason nodded, the act doing more to push his mind back to where it needed to be: focused on ending Pandarus once and for all. “Thank you.”

				He took the mug, the heat of the metal barely felt against his fingers. His altered skin was a strange thing. Immune to some things and a riot of sensitivity for others. Twitching a smile, he knocked back the boiling water, the heat and swell of it almost sweet before it hit his stomach. The radiating warmth eased the tension in his flesh.

				Mason let out a low sigh, and the young man’s eyes widened. Colour burned in his cheeks. “Strange, I know,” he murmured.

				“I have Achilles’ here too.”

				“He’s—”

				“Thank you.” Frost reached around Mason and took the mug. It was emptied in a moment. “Time is of the essence. We have to leave.”

				Frost strode through the open doors to the columned and dark-panelled foyer, his walking stick clicking against the tiles. He came to a sudden stop as Nestor moved to put his hand on his arm. The grip was firm. And he made Frost wait until Mason caught up to them.

				In the white shine of the electric ceiling lamp, Nestor looked old and worn. His usually smart Norfolk jacket was rumpled, and Mason wondered how much sleep the older man had allowed himself. From the red lines streaking the whites of his eyes, not much.

				“The shield has been in place for just under half an hour.” Nestor frowned and pushed his hand over his untidy white hair. He crooked his finger to a soldier who hurried over with shoulder holsters and pelekys energy weapons. He waited as Mason and Frost armed themselves. “We have lines of communication to our ’ships, to the other buildings that hold personnel. Pandarus doesn’t care what we say. We can’t act.”

				Mason straightened. “Our problem is east.”

				“Then get to it. End this.”

				Nestor stepped back and saluted. The silence of the foyer pressed against Mason and he turned to see every technician, every officer present them with sharp salutes. Mason’s chest tightened and it was hard to breathe. Every single man knew that no matter the outcome, whether they defeated the Martians or not, he and Frost weren’t coming out alive.

				He returned the salute. And hated the bitter cramp in his gut.

				“Ready?” Frost’s question was quiet but firm.

				Mason nodded. He tugged at the hem of his coat, mostly to stop the persistent urge to fix the fold in Frost’s tie. “Ready.”

				A technician pulled open the wide inner door, and cold air swept up from the front doors. The barrier pulsed across the wood, glass and stone columns, the remains of an arm keeping the doors ajar. It was dissolving, cloth and skin blackening and flakes floating away as if the arm had been dropped into a vat of acid. From the braid still clinging to the sleeve, it was the remains of one of the doormen.

				Frost eased the door open and stepped through, Mason following. The shield flowed over him, a hot caress around his jaw and running over the backs of his hands. A second later, he crossed into the pillared portico.

				The cold air of the early morning slapped away the warmth of the shield, and Mason hissed in a breath. He narrowed his gaze into the darkness of Ranleigh Street, and the tug of rot filled his chest. “That way.”

				“Mason...”

				“We should run.” He broke away and ran along the empty pavement. The silence of the city was strange, eerie. Only the distant drone of the ’ships pinned in the sky made any sound.

				Fog wreathed around him, swirling and churning as he pounded over the flagstones. His breathing was steady, his heart sure in its mechanical rhythm, and his gaze altered to see in the darkness. Mason let himself fall into their patterns for a few short minutes. He would have to face Frost before they found Pandarus. He knew that. He simply needed more time.

				Frost caught his arm and skidded him to a halt outside the Crown pub. His mouth had thinned. “Enough.” He shoved, pushing Mason against the black brick of the pub wall. “Is he awake, is that it?”

				Frost tapped his temple...and Mason flinched. He cursed against that reaction. He was doing it again. Blaming Frost for his own pain. They didn’t have time for his melodrama. He straightened the line of his coat. “You keep him silent.”

				Something softened in Frost’s eyes—the glimpse of a moment—before he nodded. “Good. Then where now?”

				Mason looked across Lime Street. To the right the station and the North Western Hotel pulsed with shielding. To the left, all of St. George’s Plateau hummed, static heavy, with the lights of the ’ships high above it obscured by the curls of browned fog thickening the air.

				The high stone columns of the St. George’s Hall pricked at his senses. Built to mirror a vast Roman temple, it was a place for public meetings and concerts with Courts of Assize in either wing. Mason’s gaze moved over it to the statues decorating the plateau and to the distant column with Wellington atop it. Familiar sights he had met with for years, as the Picton Library stood behind the Hall...and yet, the building drew his instincts back to it. In the altered darkness, oily droplets suspended over it. His bones ached at the Hall’s absolute wrongness.

				“St. George’s Hall. Pandarus is under it.”

				Frost frowned. “There are remand cells and air ventilation pipes and mechanisms beneath the courts. If he’s there...”

				“Under that. Deep underground.” Mason snorted. “Here beneath our feet. All this time.”

				“But he’s only just activated...whatever it is.” Frost led the way across the empty street, his boots rapping against the worn cobbles. “Pandarus has wormed his way through and under most of the city. His stain is everywhere. Differentiating...” He stopped at the bottom of the steps, the Hall rising above them. “That’s difficult.” He tapped at his lip. “This way.”

				Mason followed Frost even as his instincts screamed at him, the feeling of dread heavier than he had ever felt it. He pushed down the little spikes of fear. “You know this is a trap.”

				Frost frowned. “I do.”

				“And we’re going in anyway?”

				Frost brushed the collar of Mason’s coat, flicking away a fleck of dust. “Anything and everything, Mason. We stop then.”

				And die in the attempt. But that went unsaid.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				11. The End of the World, Part One

				The shield shimmered, little droplets of oil caught in the cold air. Frost’s breath curled through it as he stared up at the great bronze doors cut into the base of St. George’s Hall. He pulled his weapon from its holster, the colour-filled energy within it spiking the darkness. “We can get to the cells through here.”

				Weapon’s fire sparked against the metal, and Frost pushed one of the solid doors inwards. The odour of wet bricks and earth caused Mason to wince, but beyond the thick smell, there was nothing, no sounds in the unused tunnel running the length of the Hall.

				“I don’t remember Nestor saying the remand prisoners had been moved.” The silence pressed against Mason, igniting his instincts. They were walking into an ambush. “But he must have.”

				“Your weapon.” Frost’s voice was low and he led the way across a rotted plank to another, open set of metal doors. Beyond them in the thick, dry darkness were more vaulted tunnels of St. George’s Hall’s lower levels. Frost moved quickly and silently, sure in his purpose.

				“You come to the cells often?”

				Mason caught the edge of his smile. “A man must have his hobbies...”

				They stopped at stone steps that led up to a passage and dark silence. It scratched against Mason’s skin. A trap and something more lay ahead of them. He took to the worn steps, his boots making no sound, and up to the long corridor that held the remand cells.

				Human stink cut the air. Recent and warm. Mason stopped at one of the cells. He pulled at the heavy lock, but the door remained shut tight.

				Frost put his gun to the lock and a crack of energy broke it. Inside was only empty darkness. But Mason could almost sense the outlines of the female prisoners who’d been locked in overnight, the shapes of them against the bricks, wrapped in the rags of blankets on the stone floor.

				Frost bent to pick up a tin plate. The shine of grease still coated it. “Again, taken in a moment.” He put the plate on the shelf besides the door. “But taken where?”

				The wide cell felt...wrong, and the bile of it rose to Mason’s mouth. “Here.” Mason pressed his palm to the wall of the cell.

				The chilled air, cut with the stink of the missing prisoners, brushed against the dirt-covered bricks and something else. “Koile.” It pulsed under his touch, the whispers of it chasing across his thoughts with the echo of the flesh it used to be. “The same as in the cellar. That hint of difference, flesh, but strengthened. Tainted.”

				“So many ways to corrupt our blood and bones,” Frost murmured. He lifted his weapon. Energy hummed, and the myriad colours flashed through its clear casing. “Stand back.”

				“Wait!” Mason frowned at the wall of dead flesh, tracing out the line of false mortar. “It’s not hollow like the koile that pulled in the ships.” Mason’s thoughts turned over as he tried to put into words the feelings that filled him. He knew the difference. He simply couldn’t explain it. “It does...more.”

				Frost holstered his weapon and ran his fingers over the wall. “More...” A dark smile touched his lips and his hand balled into a fist. He punched the wall. But instead of smacking his knuckles against false brick, his hand sank into it up to his wrist. “It has the ability to move you.”

				He took Mason’s hand, and with a soft “Can’t lose you now,” sank into the wall.

				Mason’s heart drummed, fighting the sudden hot panic racing along his nerves. Frost knew what he was doing. He hoped.

				The wall pressed against his face, and he sucked in a tight breath out of habit, before it moulded to his skin, wet and gluing to his body. A horrified moment later his face broke free of the wall. He sucked in a quick lungful of air. And stilled.

				Silent darkness surrounded them. He eased himself free of the koile, the slurp and gloop of it itching under his skin. He rubbed a hand over his sleeve but found it dry, nothing staining his clothes. Still, he shivered against the unnaturalness of it.

				They were no longer in the cells beneath the Hall and had moved far below its vaulted tunnels. The difference pressed over his skin and mind. They stood in a narrow passage, the scents of earth, sandstone and the salty hint of koile burning against Mason’s tongue. Through the transformed flesh surrounding them in the tunnel walls he could almost feel the weight of the earth and stone above them. They were buried deep inside the earth.

				Frost eased his weapon from its holster, the light gleaming in the blackness, gilding his hand, chest and face. He nodded to Mason. “Be ready.”

				The gun warmed Mason’s hand, the light flickering to reveal the pocked surface of the koile running ahead and curving above them.

				“We see Pandarus, we shoot.”

				“Agreed.” Mason’s fingers flexed around his gun as the tunnel widened and stretched up, the darkness becoming more than walls. In the grey light, chambers studded the stretch of koile flesh. Hundreds of them, in every direction.

				Frost approached one, the flickering energy from his weapon casting shadows over the clear curve of the chamber. He pressed a palm to it and peered inside. “A human in the process of being hollowed. From the uniform, I’d say it was one of the turnkeys from the cells above us.”

				He stood back and frowned up into the shadows. “They’re not encased in koile. That’s...” He narrowed his eyes. “That’s some type of metal.”

				Mason skimmed his fingers in the space between the chambers. Frost was right. Metal thrummed, a strange mix of ores that he recognised. The alloy was a part of his body too...and from so far away. He closed his eyes. It wasn’t koile. Which meant that Pandarus had succeeded in filling the structure he’d created from the wrought flesh of so many people. Creating the Crown of Towers. They were standing in it. And if it was about to rise...

				“It’ll take the city apart.” Frost finished his thought.

				Mason moved away, turning, staring up into the spikes, the shadows far above him. Chambers filled every space. Hundreds of people, thousands locked in the horrifying process of being hollowed, as he tried to wrap his mind around what this space was. It brought with it the waking nightmare of burnt earth, smoke and the remnants of memory. Hints of how with his Martian-made flesh he had been used to hollow out so many people into little more than stone.

				There was so much of it, stretching out through tunnels, a vast metal space and somehow he’d seen it before. Flashes of light and churning clouds moved over his memory and his heart clenched. “From the future.” He stared at Frost. “We’ve seen this before. Decades from now.”

				“The Crown of Towers is a ship—”

				“It is so much more than that.”

				Mason’s arm jerked up, his weapon aimed towards the voice coming out of the blackness. Older, English, but with the cynical edge he knew as Pandarus. He fired. Frost’s gun discharged a second later. Energy flashed, the mirror imprint of light burning against his eyes. He pinched the bridge of his nose, fighting to focus.

				Laughter echoed around the space, seeming to bounce off every smooth surface and catch itself in the crags.

				“You both struck Menelaus’s butler. Each taking an eye. Impressive unity for such defective machines.”

				Mason wet his lips, looking to Frost. His fingers eased on the grip of the gun. Even with his changed vision he couldn’t see their enemy. Was he telling the truth? Had they shot an automaton rather than Pandarus?

				Light grew above them, slow and sure, pushing back the shadows. Mason’s heart thudded, nerves firing. His every instinct screamed to run...but they had to stay and fight. They had no choice.

				From a tunnel, shapes moved, familiar bodies and faces moving into view. Theodora and Menelaus, and in a line beside them, dressed in white hooded robes, were other automata and kardax.

				Walking behind Theodora and Menelaus was a wizened older man, his white hair thinned and swept back, but his pale blue eyes were fierce with the hard white light of the Ilarches. His creations shielded him.

				“Lord Dunstone.” Frost tipped his gun sight. From the angle, it aimed between his fiancée and his brother. Directly at Pandarus. “An unusual choice.”

				Lord Dunstone. The missing Bishop of Oxford. Had Theodora been wrong about why he was in the city, or had the kardax within her misled them?

				The man smiled, his lips thin and his teeth browned with age. “He’s surprisingly firm of limb. I hollowed out his mind years ago. After all, who would suspect an old priest?”

				The line of men and women took another step closer and Mason’s shoulders tightened. His aim was sure, but he could risk neither of the people protecting Pandarus. He had vowed that Frost would not lose anyone else he cared for.

				“Put down your weapons.”

				“Agamemnon.” A look of horror contorted Menelaus’s face. “I...” He lifted his chin, his shoulders straightening. A deeper resolve had strengthened him and his next words were completely sure. “Shoot. They cannot be allowed to succeed. It’s your duty to—” He cracked his jaw and a sneer pulled at his mouth. “Yes, shoot, Agamemnon. Kill your brother as you try—and fail—to kill your master.”

				Frost’s mouth opened and shut. His hand wavered and Mason didn’t know what to do. Neither could shoot knowing that Frost’s brother was alive, pressed down by the mind of the automaton.

				“Agamemnon?” Theodora’s uncertain voice cut through Mason. “What is this place?”

				Her eyes widened and her gaze darted between them. Mason prayed it was the strange machinery around them and not the lingering energies she could no doubt see swirling between Frost and himself. He didn’t want to give her that pain, that betrayal.

				“Theodora...” Frost groaned her name and Mason fought back the bitter bite of jealousy.

				As one they moved closer and both men took a step back. Mason looked to Frost, but his jaw was set and his eyes narrowed. He offered no guidance. Shit. It couldn’t end like this, them backed up against a wall, holding guns...and yet having none of the power.

				This was the Martian’s ship. Pandarus could take them with weapons Mason couldn’t begin to imagine. Why was he playing with them like this? The hard shine to his eyes, the curl to the old man’s withered lip, told Mason everything. Because he could. Because Pandarus liked the twisted game.

				Something brushed his arm, quick and fleeting. He glanced behind him to find chambers vanished and blank-eyed koile searching the air with their hands. He swore under his breath. Pandarus and his creations were before them, koile behind.

				More grabbed at him...and only him.

				A look of panic shot across Frost’s face. And Frost never panicked. Mason struggled against the grip of hands and arms, the scrape of their wrongness raw against his skin. Frost was there, somewhere in the melee of bodies...but something—no, someone—threw him back.

				Theodora. She’d barrelled into Frost and he’d grabbed her out of reflex.

				Pandarus’s laughter echoed again. “Do you think I wanted her?”

				Koile swarmed Mason now, holding his legs, arms, his head. He couldn’t move, and fear pushed deep into his gut. He wanted to shout at Frost to get out, but a thick palm blocked his mouth.

				Pandarus tilted his head. “No, I analysed the data from the construction of the hollow ships. It made for interesting reading. It appears I created something different in Mason. Something useful. Theodora’s broken brain is of no use to me. But his heightened intuitions?” Pandarus looked up to the points of light and the hollows of spires stretching away into the earth high above them. “My ship needs a brain. And I’m using his.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				12. The End of the World, Part Two

				Pain swelled in every inch of Mason’s flesh, copper tendrils cutting through his altered skin to bite hard into muscles and bone. Without opening his eyes, he was aware that he was suspended in a clear chamber in the centre of a great, circular room. Its name burned at the back of his thoughts—he took a startled breath that cascaded pain along every nerve—and with it stirred the devil who had remained silent for so many weeks.

				The hollowed hall. The name of the space crept forward, touched with Pandarus’s own voice. Theodora had spoken of it. And now he knew what it was, it was the very centre of the Crown of Towers.

				Other whispers touched his thoughts, half-heard, bringing with them shadowy images. Battering against his brain, wanting him to know, to feel...everything. The metal. It was the walls of the ship. So much of it massed into one structure, and he could sense the life—the alien life—that had given it shape.

				That was what the Martians did. They scoured a planet of life and used it up for their own bodies, their ships. The code of life. The secret wrapped so small in every living thing was a commodity they craved.

				With his heart thudding, he opened his eyes and the pulsing whispers died away. But one remained. The smile of the darkness squatting in his skull cut as deep as the wires into his flesh.

				Frost. Mason sought the man out, wanting, needing him to silence the voice.

				Frost stood with Theodora gripping one arm and Menelaus the other before the ageing Pandarus. Their mouths moved, but as in the aeolipile, the interior of Mason’s chamber held only silence. But the Martian had put him at the centre of his ship, he was now its brain, and his prized instincts pushed out. There...

				“—and you thought to outwit me? Your Ilarches?” Pandarus smoothed the sleeve of the golden robe he wore. He tilted his head and the browned smile was sharp. “Everything has been a trap to bring Mason to me.”

				Frost snorted and Theodora wrenched his arm back. His expression didn’t change. “Everything?” His lip curled into a sneer, and Mason fought back a smile. There was nothing quite like Agamemnon Frost’s aristocratic disdain. “You had no idea about him, about me. I fooled you for thirteen years.”

				Pandarus cuffed him, splitting Frost’s lip. “So clever, Mr. Frost...and yet here you are and there, at the heart of my ship, is the man you fucked.” The old man wrinkled his nose. “Think I didn’t know? The stink of sex coats you.”

				Frost lifted his head, blood a stain against his chin. “It kept him from you.”

				“And yet...there he is.” Pandarus waved his arm to the chamber caught into the centre of the hollowed hall. Mason closed his eyes, but the whisper of the ship, the feel of it tugging at his senses painted him as clear a picture as if he stared straight at the Martian. More clear. With the living ship beating through him, he saw Pandarus as he was within his hollowed skin.

				A monster, all head and long, thin tendrils, filling the limbs and head of the old bishop. He pulsed, shone, the power of him incredible—

				Mason drew in a breath, the pain of it twisting his nerves. He was slipping. Falling into being a creature who belonged to Pandarus. His senses sought Frost, but he caught nothing from him, no feeling that would drive away the darkness. With his eyes shut and only the ship as his vision, Frost’s gaze was dull, no hint of distracting wickedness. Only his sapphire cravat pin gleamed, its angle confusing. Something about it was...wrong.

				Pandarus stood beneath the chamber. He ran his fingers over the copper console curving beneath it. With each touch, light spiked, dancing through Mason’s brain.

				“We need to replicate him.” Pandarus’s voice wove across him. “His sensitivity to the ship, to the manufacture of koile, is something unique. Have his neural responses at the heart of every ship.”

				His Ilarches’ satisfaction swept over him and it swelled pride in Mason’s chest. He ignored the pain.

				“This advance is worth the horror of this stinking world.” Pandarus’s laughter was to himself. “And the vast amount of koile. If this doesn’t buy my elevation...”

				A chamber burned, somewhere in the northern wall. The shape of it scorched against Mason’s brain. Koile. With that difference, the hint of minerals that allowed movement, travel...and for an Ilarches to control the unworthy flesh.

				A large man strode out of the wall, the brilliance of the creature at the heart of the walking flesh almost incandescent. The kardax and the automaton in the hall bowed, a fist in his hair dragging the traitor down with them.

				Language moved between them, so quick and tangled that not even his ties to the ship could make sense of it. And he shouldn’t. This was the pure language of his creators. Its power almost burned, the strange scent of roasting flesh thickening the Martian air.

				Pandarus swore in English and scrubbed at his face. “Such frail bodies. Even the least touch of our tongue sears them.” He wiped his hand over his mouth and moved away from the console. “What do you want?” Pandarus said his name, the scorch of it in the air sounding vaguely like “Priam.”

				“You think this will elevate you?” Priam’s laughter was brittle. “You’ve pulled the ship into the shadow-structure. With that finally achieved, you’ve given the company access to this world.”

				“The charter...”

				Priam spread his fingers and looked at the back of his hand. He tilted it in the soft light. The human strength in it was obvious. “The Court of Princes has grown tired of your ineffectiveness. The charter is void. You no longer have even minor rights to this world.” He looked up and a hard white light shone from his dark eyes. “Your mouth hangs open.”

				“You lie.”

				“Why would I do that, brother?” Priam strode across the metal floor, his slippers silent even for such a big man. Mason sensed him. The power of the creature within, so much more powerful than the Martian who had created him. Mason’s gut twisted with fear and humiliation. Something pushed at him, the knowledge that he had been created wrong.

				“You have whined. Declaring that these insignificant bags of flesh had foiled you. You. A Servant of the Court.” Priam stopped before Mason’s chamber, staring up. His gaze narrowed. “I knew shame that day.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Am I to listen to yet more of your excuses?”

				The creature within Pandarus flared white, and Mason wanted to shrink back from the blast of rage. He sought any relief and his attention caught on the blue sparkle of a sapphire, its pureness pricking him. But something about it, the angle, the crease of the tie its attached pin pressed through...

				Mason opened his eyes. The traitor was staring at him, his gaze sure and hot. Mason’s heart clenched around the spike driven in it. Pain swelled and he breathed, slow and deep. Not a traitor. Frost. The man he loved. Mason cursed against the stupidity of his own brain. He’d lost himself again. So easily.

				Below him the Martians argued. Now was his chance. The ship was his, wanted to be his. So much bitter life turned to the use of a company of ruthless, greedy aliens.

				The voice in his head railed, but Mason kept his open gaze on Frost. Mason belonged to him. Not to some writhing, slimed creature that sought only advancement and profit.

				Mason reached out to every part of the vast underground ship, binding the metal and the flesh within it to himself. He knew it. As if he wore it as his own skin. Beyond the hollow hall, he broke free every chamber as easily as flicking one nail against the other, and with it came the hiss and slurp of retracting filaments.

				“What are you doing?”

				Frost mouthed the words, slight and quick, and they touched Mason, warming him. This was right. He could do this. He could save them. Save the people Frost loved. He was worth that sacrifice.

				The devil at the back of his mind screeched, but the surety of what he felt for the man far below him gave him strength. And its wild thrashing exposed it. He saw what Lady Cadwallader must have seen as she sacrificed herself for her daughter: the way to unstitch the words of Pandarus from his mind.

				“Mason.” Frost’s features had tightened and he stilled against his captor’s hold. Both Menelaus and Theodora looked at the floor, shamed by their Ilarches. “What are you doing?”

				There, just on the edge of his thoughts, the deepest levels of the ship’s mind, vast, seeming to push so far beyond the earth... With the energy of the ship no longer hollowing out thousands, it was Mason’s to command. He took it.

				“Frost.”

				The man’s eyes widened briefly and his chest lifted, but he showed no other reaction to Mason’s thoughts pushing into his brain. “Damn it, Mason...”

				Even Frost’s anger was a caress against his thoughts after the devil that had burned there. “I can, I will give them back to you. I can break his hold. Get them out. All of them. It’s still possible to escape through the remand cell wall.”

				“You are not—”

				Mason broke the connection. The power of the ship opened more doors into the minds of the kardax and automata, ripping the ideas and laws of the Ilarches away from their thoughts. And one more thing.

				A smile tugged at his mouth as he caught the flesh of the two koile the Martians wore. Frozen, they couldn’t move, couldn’t escape, but he left them the use of their mouths. Because he wanted their screams to be the last thing he heard.

				“Now you see!” Pandarus spat out the words at his brother. His flesh strained, ripples flowing over his face. “These are your insignificant bags of flesh!”

				“You.” Priam’s voice was a growl. “You put your tainted—”

				“Mason!” Frost stood beneath the high chamber, his brother at his side. Theodora stood just behind, worry etched on her young face. “Trigger the release.”

				“I have to hold them for you to escape.” He allowed himself the luxury of touching Frost’s mind for a final time. “And I have to destroy this ship. More Martians will come. With it here, we’re more open to invasion than ever before. Please, Frost.” He thought of caressing Frost’s cheek, of kissing him before the world and smiled, his heart aching, as the man put trembling fingers to his own lips. “Save yourself.”

				Frost’s mouth thinned and colour heightened his cheeks. He turned, barking orders to his brother, to Theodora, and ushering them out of the hollow hall.

				Frost was gone. He was safe. Safe. Mason closed his eyes and let the presence of the ship flood him. Its power breathed, the brush of the escaping people light strokes against his skin. Already he picked apart the locks that held the ship in the deep earth. He would send it back to Mars. And the effect of that sudden change would blow the whole fucking thing to kingdom come.

				The satisfaction of the knowledge warmed his belly. It rippled out into the ship itself. The ancient alien race who had died to create the Crown of Towers and so many other ships grabbed at the chance to turn themselves against those who’d killed them.

				They offered flickering images of their vanished world, of a brilliant orange sky and plains of black grass, with air so sweet Mason could almost taste it. Sadness and joy intermingled. They were ready for their end.

				“You need to move!” Priam scorched the air with his own language, and Mason tightened his grip. They were burning their bodies from the inside out. “He is your creature—”

				“You are the superior brother.” Pandarus stretched his jaw, cracking it. “You should—” He stopped as the walls thrummed, the sound deepening. “He has total command of the ship.”

				The vibrations ran in quickening waves through Mason’s flesh and he gritted his teeth against the increasing pain. Already, the Crown of Towers’s grip on the earth was fading, slipping between the prepared shadow-structure and the alien koile-thick soil of Mars.

				He would not fail Frost. He would not fail the aliens who formed the ship, the ones who had helped him to free his own people.

				As he’d once told Frost, he’d made his peace with death.

				* * *

				“Have you quite finished being some sacrificial virgin in a gothic novel?”

				Mason opened his eyes, staring down through the clear glass of his suspended chamber to the console far below him. “Frost...?”

				His golden-brown eyes snapped with anger. “Did you think I’d leave you?” His fingers moved over the console, every tap a touch of bliss against Mason’s skin. “Where’s your faith in me? We’re a team. Achilles and Patroclus—”

				“You have to go.”

				Frost slammed his palm against the copper. “No! Not without you.”

				Mason let the chamber descend to touch the smooth metal floor. He had to convince the man to leave. The walls thrummed, the warp of the metal distinct. Minutes. They had only minutes now before the ship rammed into Mars and exploded against the alien soil. Frost had to live. He had his family, his fiancée and a world free of Pandarus. He had everything for which he’d worked so hard.

				Through the glass and the steaming of Mason’s breath, Frost still glared at him, his mouth thinned and tension tight across his shoulders. He was so beautiful and Mason ached to touch him. The chamber door clunked and swung back, the ship itself wanting him to have his final moment.

				Frost’s fingers brushed his jaw and his eyes shone bright with tears. His thumb pressed against Mason’s bottom lip. “I...” He swallowed and drew in a fresh breath. “I am not leaving you.”

				“This ship is about to break apart.” Mason wanted to return the brief contact, but he couldn’t. The wires holding him, biting deep into every inch and binding him to the workings of the ship, couldn’t be broken. He had to hold the screeching Martians and propel the ship across impossible space. The end could be counted in heartbeats now.

				“Please, Frost. I can keep the doorway back open. You have to live.”

				Frost ignored his plea, stepping into the chamber and pushing his fingers into Mason’s hair, threading between the copper filaments feeding into the skull. “You’re mine.” His lips ghosted Mason’s, the heat and promise there making his spiked heart pound. The bliss of touch drove down the pain. “I...” Frost smiled and closed his eyes. “I love you. There. I can say it. Finally.” He pressed his lips together. “I couldn’t let you go into the dark without knowing that truth.”

				“Frost—”

				“Shh...” He brushed another kiss against Mason’s mouth. “We won and we have each other. I say that’s a good result.” His smile was sly. “Better odds than I gave us, I have to admit.”

				Even as the bitterness of time robbed tightened Mason’s chest, he had to laugh. The clock to their end was ticking fast. Only twenty seconds remained. “We did. We won.”

				The creak of a spire broke Mason’s attention from Frost. It fell. Mason watched it, the thrum of the ship deepening, as it too calculated the path of the falling spike.

				“Watch,” he murmured and felt Frost’s satisfaction as the great dagger of metal cleaved the shrieking Pandarus and Priam in two. “And...the day improved.”

				A dark smile touched Frost’s mouth. “That it did.”

				“Ten seconds.” But he jerked forward as the wires broke from his skin, grunting with the fierce pain of the tendrils pulling from his brain. “What...?”

				“Run!”

				“What?” Mason staggered as Frost yanked him from the chamber. Around him the ship groaned and more metal creaked. It was beyond saving. In only eight seconds its own energy would consume it. “Where are we going?”

				“The koile.” Frost dragged him towards the cracked wall, its innards sparking. “There has to be koile in this room. Find it. Get us home. The ship released you. It wants you to live.”

				“I...” The surety of knowing everything when his brain had controlled all aspects of the ship was fading. But deep within its heart, the clock still beat. Five seconds. They had mere seconds but his mind was a mess. He waved his hand. “There. I think there.”

				Frost yanked him towards the wall.

				The ship exploded.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				13. The Surface of Mars and Other Curiosities

				Mason hit the floor. Hard. He rolled, dusty flagstones catching elbows and knees and tangling him up in the length of his Martian robe. He lay staring up at the vaulted brick ceiling, feeling his heart drum. He was alive. Alive.

				Beside him Frost groaned and laughter broke from Mason. “You do know how we saved the world, don’t you?”

				Frost turned his head, unwilling it seemed to make any other movement.

				“Your cravat pin.” Mason reached across the short space that separated them and repinned the sliver of metal through the silk tie. “Damn thing irritated me for hours.”

				Frost’s gaze held him and the promise there, the sudden curl of heat forced the amusement from Mason. Frost’s smile was dark. “So we saved the world, not with machines nor cunning but the perfect misapplication of fashion?”

				Laughter broke from them both...but a door slammed somewhere above them and they jumped to their feet. Mason knew this dusty cellar, his stomach turning over at the metal sheets fixed to one wall and the great mechane still clawed to the ceiling. They were under Holt Hall. The room in which he had been transfigured.

				The clatter of boots on the stairs gave them warning before armed soldiers burst in from the narrow stairwell. The three stopped and stared, looking from Mason to Frost and back to Mason’s torn robe.

				Frost snapped his fingers. “Your ektaxis. Quickly.” He took it from the fumbling fingers of the sergeant and ran his thumb over the controls. “Nestor?” He wet his lips. “Achilles, reporting.”

				“By God, you’re both alive!” Their commander’s grinning face rose as a grey shadow above the plate of copper. “And Pandarus?”

				“We saw him cut in two. The Crown of Towers is destroyed.” Frost ran his hand over his dusty hair. “We rescued a number of people. Broke them of his control. Can the ’ships above St. George’s Hall see them?”

				Nestor turned, his ghostly image falling away. Frost paced and Mason leaned against the cellar wall, pushing down the now soured surge of joy. He had wanted Frost to himself just a little while longer. He tugged at the sleeve of his thin robe, watching the grit drift to the floor. Frost’s favourite coat had been lost with the explosion of the ship.

				He felt the eyes of the soldiers on him and their quick glances to the intricacies of the mechane that had started him on his fateful journey. All he wanted was a quiet moment in a room with Frost. He’d said he loved him—

				“They’ve sighted perhaps ten individuals—men and women—sitting on the steps.”

				Mason pushed himself away from the wall. “Just ten? I released hundreds of koile.”

				“I can connect you...” Nestor’s image faded back, mixing and blurring with columns until the image of the Hall stood out against the copper. The picture blurred and sharpened and in a series of clicks and blinks, the device focused on the run of steps before the Hall.

				Menelaus was obvious, his dark hair tangled, with his arm around his sobbing wife. Next to him sat Theodora, with her back straight and staring blankly off towards the nearby railway station. Other kardax and automata had slumped nearby, Mason recognising them from sketches and photographs Station X had made from those they suspected of being transfigured. So few...

				“Koile must need the Martians to survive. We do not.”

				Mason closed his eyes. So many more dead. But they would be the last. The very last. “As Achilles said, I believe I broke the hold Pandarus had on their minds, Commander.”

				Nestor’s image floated back. “Yes. Reports are coming in from the prisoners held at Station X. They have regained command of their own bodies.” Nestor wiped his hand over his hair. Mason caught the tremor that shook it. “It’s over.”

				Frost grinned at him. “That it is.” He paused, looking to Mason. “Send a ’ship for us, Nestor. And load it with my wardrobe trunks.” He touched the sleeve of Mason’s flimsy robe and his lip curled. “I refuse to let you wear Martian fashions ever again.”

				* * *

				Rather than a quiet room with Frost, Mason found himself in too short a time on an airship filled with the command staff of Station X and the rescued kardax and automata. The latter were subdued, still caught in the years of control and horror. Though Mason couldn’t quickly forget how Theodora flung herself into Frost’s arms and how he returned that fierce embrace...

				Mason found the sanctuary of the ’ship’s observation car, simply him and a glass-screened view of the shifting countryside far below. The throb of the engines worked through his bones. Sanctuary of a sort.

				“Mason, there you are. There’s something you should see.”

				Frost stood in the doorway as immaculate as ever in his grey travelling suit. There was no faulty pin now to draw his attention. Only the reminder that Frost had again shaved and dressed himself in the cramped sleeping room perched on top of the vast airship. Mason’s help had not been required. They’d saved the world—and it was none the wiser—yet he had lost so much.

				He pushed back his maudlin thoughts. For the time being, he was still a soldier for Station X. He gave Frost a short smile and followed him silently along the gantry to the passenger lift.

				The space was tight and he fought not to breathe in the so-wanted aromas of sandalwood and vanilla. He stood with his hands behind his back, his fingers clenched tight until they pained him, and focused on the narrow slit of the window. The silver skin of the airship and its metal framework flowed by at a sedate pace. Mason cursed it.

				“Aren’t you curious?”

				Mason frowned. “About?”

				The lift juddered to a halt and the door slipped back on quiet hinges. Frost gave him one of the dark smiles that caught his breath in his chest. “Now you’ll have to wait and see.”

				He led the way to the small operations room behind the sleeping quarters. One of the crew offered a salute and opened the door. The familiar thrum of Martian technology rubbed against Mason’s skin and he followed Frost inside.

				A row of electro-stenographs lined the back wall, operators tapping away on the hard keys. Images and words flashed over the clear oblong screens, sinking into darkness to be replaced with more in quick succession. Each operator wore a bulky headset and spoke rapidly into a horn-shaped mouth piece.

				“We are never out of contact,” Frost murmured. He placed a hand on the shoulder of a young operator and she looked up. “Bring it up again, please.”

				The girl’s fingers were a blur on the black lacquered keys, and gradually a reddish image grew out of the shadow.

				“What am I looking at?”

				Mason blinked. He knew the shapes focusing and fading on the screen. But in his mind, he was closer, his memory filled with the image of bleak desert, of hillsides littered with rock, reminding him of his time in Afghanistan. The blurred image on the screen was Mars.

				“Wait...”

				The screen flashed white and the human operator flinched at the flare. A heartbeat later, the image of the red planet returned.

				“Confirmation of the destruction of the Crown of Towers. I thought you’d like to witness it.” Frost tilted his head. “We’ve been able to compare smaller energy readings from earlier in the month. Three of them.”

				“The hollow ships.”

				Frost’s smile was sharp. “Mars is simply littered with broken parts.”

				“They built their ships from a race of people with metal in their bones.”

				Mason stared at the image of Mars before him with its flat swirls of red and black. The memory of being the ship, of wearing it like his own skin, pushed over him. The destruction of the hollow ships had pierced a hole in Pandarus’s control. Putting Mason at the heart of the larger ship had been an opportunity the vanished race could grab. And each ship was linked to the other. He’d felt that vast connection.

				“They killed every last one of them to make their ships. And I believe...” Mason wiped his mouth, the relief a surprise. “I believe the destroying of one destroyed them all.”

				Frost frowned. “Koile is useless without the metal to fill the shadow-forms. With no ships, crossing the immense distances between planets becomes an impossibility. The Martians are trapped wherever they are right now.”

				“They weren’t Martians, Frost.”

				He lifted an eyebrow. “Did you find a better name?”

				“No...”

				“Then Martians they will remain.” He patted the operator’s shoulder, murmured his thanks and waved Mason to leave the operations room. “We can return to the observation car.”

				Yes, he was being granted the time alone with Frost he’d craved. Now it twisted his insides. The ride down to the small car was made in silence, Frost lounging against the rail of the lift.

				The small car was still empty and Frost closed and locked the door with a definite clunk that Mason heard even over the throb and drone of the nearby engines.

				Frost leaned on the deep mahogany windowsill. The fresh air from the outside streamed through the room from the ventilation slits. Mason joined him, the almost-brush of their shoulders a torment. Beneath them the land rolled away, wreathed in clouds and the patchwork of ice mixing with woodland, fallow fields and green pastures.

				“What happens now?”

				“We land at Station X. We’re debriefed. We debrief the remaining transfigured people. Then Nestor opens his vast cellars to celebrate our victory. We receive knighthoods. Possibly stretching to a peerage...”

				“With us?”

				Mason’s question was quiet and he steeled himself for the ending of the time between them. The change of heart. Frost had declared his love when he thought both of them would die. But now they were very much alive with a life that could stretch to who knew how long. Theodora was returned to Frost. Sane. And more than ready to be his wife.

				“Mason...” Frost sighed. He clenched and unclenched his gloved fingers, keeping his face to the clouds.

				Mason’s gaze flicked over his perfect profile, the pain in his chest crushing him. He’d never felt love before. Not like this. He couldn’t continue to work with and for Frost. It was impossible.

				“I’m not letting you go.”

				“You should. You know how I feel. And what you said...” Mason blew out a slow breath and the glass before him fogged. He would admit no more. They could part with the rest unsaid. It was safer.

				“Theodora will stay on at Station X. She...” Frost winced, but he didn’t turn away from the view. “She formally asked me to end our engagement. It seems I have a rival.”

				“Frost, I’m sorry.” And he was. Theodora was his chance of a normal life. Or as normal as two transfigured people could grasp at.

				“Captain Beresford made a marked impression on her.” He shrugged. “So I’m a jilted man.” He lifted an eyebrow. “But in all honesty, with Theodora’s mind returned to her, I would have released her from our betrothal. She wouldn’t have found any happiness with me.”

				Mason touched Frost’s sleeve. A light caress when he wanted to hold the man and promise that the pain would fade. The irony wasn’t lost on him. “So what will you do now?”

				Frost straightened. “I think I’ll travel. I have a hankering for Venice.”

				Mason said nothing.

				“You will of course come with me.”

				“Frost...”

				“Not as my valet.” Frost’s golden-brown eyes held that little hint of wickedness that wound want through Mason’s flesh faster than fire. “We could have several lifetimes together.” He touched Mason’s cheek, his thumb stroking it, and the familiar crack of lightning sparked under Mason’s skin. Frost’s voice was low and soft. “You’re mine. Body and soul, Edgar Mason. As I am yours.” His thumb brushed his lips in the mirror of a kiss. “Agreed?”

				Mason stared at him, his heart in his throat. All that he wanted to do was grab Frost and kiss him. Hard and fast. Because Frost was his. He glanced at the locked car door, his pulse thudding. Anyone could come looking for them, see the interior of the car through the porthole window of the wooden door. But he couldn’t let the precious moment simply slide away, unmarked. And Frost...Frost was worth the risk.

				Mason kissed him. He tasted of the celebratory brandy he’d shared with his brother and the salt-sweetness of his own lips. Mason groaned, deepening the kiss, pressing Frost against the edge of the sill, the heat, the strength of the man’s body driving desire through his flesh.

				“Mason...”

				Frost’s low groan whipped his need and also brought him to his senses. Not here. Not now. But definitely later. That last thought was also reflected in Frost’s hot gaze. Even saving the world didn’t give them greater freedom. Nestor, Station X, Theodora and Frost’s family were doing enough by looking the other way. He and Frost couldn’t ask for more.

				Mason stepped back and licked his lips, his chest lifting at the trace of the other man that lingered there. “Agreed. Body and soul.”

				Frost sucked in a quick breath, his eyes glistening. His hand trembled as he traced a brief line along Mason’s jaw. “Of course...” He swallowed and the brightest grin broke from him. Sudden and beautiful. “We must do something about your wardrobe.”

				Mason returned his smile. “Of course.”

				Mason, beloved of Frost. Yes, he could happily live with that for a very long time.

				* * * * *
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