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  This book is dedicated to those who strive to be better than their ancestors. 
You are making a difference. You are amazing. 
Do not let anything stop you!

Irwin believes in you. 
So do I.
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  1
The PCP Hall


Captured. 
Irwin had spent all morning diffusing telepathic spells. He followed Kipp’s nose, here and there, in search of their beloved friend Yace. They were supposed to be protecting her, but late last night she disappeared just hours after collapsing across her father on his deathbed.
Now they were surrounded by gruff Erthin soldiers. It was apparent to Irwin that this was likely part of Yace’s father’s, Lord Master Dephen Ishik’s, devious plan. He had tricked them.
How will they ever find Yace?
More pressing, how will they escape the clutches of these goons?
There was no way other than to fight. Irwin had already tried diplomacy, but he was not a talker. Yet if they had acted violently when accosted, a worse situation might have ensued. One of them could have been hurt, possibly killed. For now, they must go along.
It could be worse.
Samuel Irwin Miner and his best friend, Kipp Hauler, were being forced to follow a squad of darkly dressed Public Constable Patrol (PCP) soldiers. These dark-skinned warriors were seen by Mortals as all powerful, and they were. The soldiers that surrounded them were capable of harnessing the five elements, but there were others who had the ability to transform themselves into carnivorous animals. And yet there were others—here on the planet Urthis—more wicked, men who could change a man’s mind without them even knowing what was happening. There were many different species of man and woman, most of them yielded amazing powers that could crumple a Mortal man or woman. This he knew.
Irwin sat tall astride their giant war-horse. Kipp jogged alongside through the crowds covering the streets of Onj Raha. All the locals knew to part for the procession.
This was not a good place to be; Irwin was aware of the trouble they faced. And the look Kipp kept shooting at him didn’t help his anxieties. This was a challenge, but especially for him. He has known all along to downplay his abilities to use all kinds of metals to cause great harm to those in his way. He knew to be aloof. But as they made their way, the ringing melodies from every metallic thing persisted to chime in his head. He didn’t want to lose his control of his Metalistic powers, but it could happen in a place like this.
He was perched high atop their only horse—Yace had stolen the other two, and now she was nowhere to be seen. Kipp was tied to one of the Squaddies’ saddles and raced alongside the quick moving horses. He was a fleet-of-foot Clan-Duin, but he was Clan-Duin and the Erthin Squaddies didn’t like him. They seemed indifferent toward Irwin, whose powers were unknown to them. Irwin was a Metalist, a Ferro-kineticist, a rare being who could manipulate any type of metal to do his bidding. Only those closest to him—his family of birth and his new friends—knew of this power. This amazing talent could easily kill anyone, but Irwin was altruistic and kind by nature. He preferred to have fun with his Metalist gifts instead of provoking or harming others. A favorite trick of his was to use some gold or silver and mold the metal into a perfect spere while levitating it above his hands. This was something Yace had recently taught him. Remembering their lessons together made his eyes water.
His loyal donkeys, his beloved Jennies—Jenn Jenn and Nee Nee—were in tow behind his horse, Bodi. They kept in stride. From time to time, he would glance back and try not to fret. He felt the worry wrinkling his face.
I hope nothing bad befalls us.
From his perch on the giant black horse, the city of Onj Raha was a constant buzz of color and sound. The locals continued to stop for the clamoring horses and continued to avoid eye-contact with the looming soldiers. Irwin and Kipp were being escorted towards a block-sized building called the Hall. It rose six stories toward the clear blue sky and mirrored the other buildings in the center of town. Their loud procession passed around to the backside of the towering building. Irwin remembered seeing the gigantic gates they were about to enter earlier that day while they had been searching for their lost friend, Yace. They were only a few blocks away from Lord Dephen Ishik’s residence, where she had disappeared early that morning. 
We will get out of this situation, and we will find Yace.
Will we?
I need to remain positive for Kipp’s sake.
They passed four guardsmen, who stood in front of the giant open gates, dressed alike in dark indigo uniforms. Four more soldiers stood near the middle of the courtyard talking among themselves. They stopped and watched the incoming squad of soldiers and their prisoners—watched them enter the large and busy PCP Hall. Many more moved across the wide, cobbled square. 
Irwin’s chest pounded. He could barely swallow.
At first glance around the courtyard, he calculated half the guards were Erthins—their fiery red hair well-kept. The rest were Clan-Duin mixes—brown skinned and thick bodied. Every guard carried at least one blade. He could sense these things; he could feel any present metals. The sound and the song of the guard’s metals hummed throughout his body. 
Kipp had objected to coming here with these thugs. But what else could they do? To have fought would have brought about worse foul play, Irwin was sure of it. They had to find Yace before it was too late, but for now, they had to go along with this charade of capture. They had to bide their time. For the moment, Irwin made note of his surroundings; the obedient young boys following alongside the resident Telepaths—gruff middle-aged Clan-Duins turning up their noses at him. And there were the horses clomping and dogs barking and growling. He even sensed the amount of light still in the sky.
Once inside the PCP Hall courtyard, they faced a pack of guard dogs—Clan-Duins, humans transformed into canine creatures—tethered to stone walls by thick chains; others roamed freely around the yard. All the hounds wore metal collars. And when they caught Irwin’s scent, many barked and yowled as though a behemoth wolf had entered their den. He tried to ignore the racket while studying the massive brick and mortar building surrounding the courtyard.
Men dressed in matching indigo uniforms came and went in pairs and quads. There was an array of tin and wooden buckets piled around a stone well in the middle of the atrium. Stacks of empty barrels and crates lined the exterior walls of the magnificent building—this PCP Hall. A large metal caged carriage and several flat-bed wagons—heaped with manure—sat unattended along another wall. Someone from across the yard shouted at the barking dogs, and they fell silent—a few whined and whimpered.
Irwin dismounted.
Kipp was released from his bindings. He stepped up and took hold of Irwin’s horse, and whispered, “I said it before, and I’ll say it again; we shouldn’t be here.”
“Do not worry, I will get us out of this,” Irwin kept his voice low and moved to untie the small gray donkeys from his saddle.
A young Clan-Duin stable attendant rushed toward them. His brown clothes matched his skin color. His eyes were amber and glowed like the sun. Irwin held up his hand to stop the eager boy. “It is best we deal with our own mounts. They have never been in the care of anyone else and would take offense to strangers handling them.”
“Bossman says it’s my job.”
“Bossman?”
The boy wrinkled his nose, showing his disgust at Irwin’s odor, an odor that has offended all the Clan-Duins he has encountered since his journey away from his mountaintop began. The stable hand pointed toward an older man in a pale gray uniform with red stripes along the seams—different from the indigo uniforms the other soldiers wore. The ones who brought them here had already dismounted and crowded around their superior. Their horses were ushered away and out of the late day’s heat by other young brown clothed stable hands.
Irwin felt all the metal throughout the Hall and its property. It was everywhere, rattling him to his core. 
Keep cool, breathe.
His body wanted to pull for it.
I must fight the urge.
Every muscle wanted to tighten against his internal commands. And suddenly it became almost impossible to inhale and exhale. 
Breathe!
Bossman stepped up to Irwin’s face. He had a broad nose and his bright blue eyes, an obvious telepathic trait, glowered. He was dark-skinned, well kept, except his breath that smelled of smoke and booze. Irwin noticed hints of gray in those blue eyes, like the same hints of gray that never left his own eyes.
Right away he groveled as he would have done in his father’s presence. Eyes at once upon the ground. “We want no trouble, Sir. We are tired and want to go home, that is all.”
“Yeah, that’s all we want.” Kipp’s expression then changed, fell flat—a change in his nature that Irwin noticed right away.
I bet Bossman is using Kipp. How is it that a Telepath can do that? Taking over another person’s mind should not be allowed.
Bossman waved his hand. “That is fine. Haesen; show them to a stall on the south side.” Kipp held firm to the lead line. Irwin walked along the other side of their great black mount, donkeys on either side of him. Neither said a word as they were led into a lantern-lit stable where stalls lined both sides of the corridor. The young stable hand named Haesen showed them to a large and freshly cleaned stall that the donkeys and the large warhorse would share.
The stable boy held the stall door open. “There ya go.”
Kipp and Irwin pulled their animals inside, and the boy shut the stall gate behind them.
Haesen stepped aside and stared blankly across the corridor. He appeared empty of emotion or self-direction.
Why do they always appear so mechanical?
Kipp began methodically removing tack and packs from Bodi, their towering black horse.
Irwin put his hand on Kipp’s forearm, and the Clan-Duin stopped, shook his head and blinked. He looked around, confused, but then anger washed across him.
“Dang it,” Kipp grumbled. “I don’t know who I hate more, Telepaths or Erthins. We shouldn’t be here. You don’t know what I know about places like this.”
Irwin kept his voice low. “We must do whatever it takes to stay in this city and find Yace.”
“Oh, to be with the Gypsy right now. What I’d give to see my family again.” Kipp paused from removing the bags, paced to the stall door, and peered out. Haesen was still there beside the doorway.
“I will get you out of here and back to your Gypsy,” Irwin whispered. “I promise.” 
What am I saying? I should promise nothing. I have no clue what I am doing, but neither does Kipp.
He carried on removing bags, setting each aside on the hay covered stable floor. Kipp turned back to help.
They stood side by side pulling packs off the Jennies. “How will you get us out of here? This is the brig. This is where they’ll tear us down, break us, and then remake us to their liking. Nothing’ll be the same after this.”
“Why are you so fatalistic?”
“Olei and Alio warned me about places like this. This hellhole is just like what they described.” Kipp’s eyelid twitched. “First, they’ll interrogate us. They’ll wanna know everything about us. And I mean everything! And what we don’t tell them, they’ll pry from us by any means. You think you can save me?” He cackled and looked around like a caged dog. “We’re gonna die here.”
Irwin knelt and put his hand inside one of his bags. “You really think so?” He was careful not to pull anything out of the baggage that Kipp could see. “You have so little faith in me.”
“How will we find Yace in here?!” Kipp began to howl, but quietly, as though off in the distance. He kept on removing tack. “We won’t; we’ll be locked up forever.” He glared at Irwin. “You said we should think like Yace, and this is what you come up with? What are you doing down there?”
By now Irwin was used to Kipp’s canine side—his ability to change from man to dog and his dog-like nature. He responded softly. “I have about ninety pounds of pure silver I need to keep hidden. Most likely, they will go through our baggage while we are not here.”
“Ninety pounds of …?!” Kipp gasped, his eyes as wide as his mouth. “How?”
“I will tell you everything, but until then …” He signaled for Kipp to kneel and placed a hand on his Clan-Duin friend’s arm. “… I need to make sure you are Kipp. That Telepaths have not taken your mind. I never realized how easy it is for them to do it.”
“You know that after they enter your mind, they’ll know all about you, Irwin. And once they do, they’ll never let you leave. Dang it, I told you to let me do the talking.”
“They had you by the neck! Besides, if you had, I am sure you would be dead.”
“No. I’d be alive and still searching for Yace.” They frowned at each other. “How are we gonna get out of here?”
They both listened for the sound of anyone approaching or breathing. All they could hear was Haesen. They remained at a whisper.
“We need to think like Yace.”
“She’d never think like this!” 
“If she did leave us on purpose, would she feel safe enough to be without protection? My gut answer is no. As she has put it, ‘women need to be protected by men’. I believe Yace would hire someone—maybe go to a saloon to find that someone?”
Kipp’s body shook with silent laughter. “A saloon? Like the one across the way?” Now his voice pitched higher, his eyes darted around the stall. “I don’t know about that. These dogs aren’t gonna let us go to any saloon.”
“We are innocent Kipp. We have done nothing wrong other than not check in with the local Hall. We did not know the rules.”
Several pairs of boots echoed as they approached down the corridor. The man called Bossman and another male telepathic assistant, stepped up and looked over the edge of the stall door. Both wore matching gray uniforms, more decorated than the indigo garb of their subordinates. Behind the Telepaths, the indigo-dressed brigade of Erthins that escorted Irwin and Kipp to the PCP hall hovered. 
Bossman pressed, “We’re wondering where you got that gelding.” 
Kipp stepped forward. “He was loaned to the Lady who requested our escort. This is her mount.”
Bossman rested his arms across the stall front. “And to what household did you take this Lady?”
Kipp looked at Irwin. There were many names for this father of Yace’s. He turned back to the Telepath. “Lord Dephen.”
Thank you Kipp for not disclosing his full name.
Bossman assessed Kipp with his piercing blue eyes. “Lord Dephen?”
“I believe that was his name. But maybe it was Master Dephen,” Kipp said. “All we know is that he was old and dying. We delivered her to a residence in that dark-spired building a few blocks over.”
Once again, Irwin witnessed a telepathic exchange. Bossman focused on Kipp, who fell silent—staring forward, void of thought or emotion. Irwin’s sleeveless forearm made contact again with Kipp’s hairy arm while Bossman attempted to peer inside Kipp’s Clan-Duin mind. Kipp blinked while the Telepath struggled to take control; it did not happen, but then it did, and did not again. The Metalist’s innate power was grounding out the telepathic link being pushed onto Kipp, and Irwin persisted to maintain contact with Kipp’s body.
I need to get their attention away from him and on me.
“If it pleases you, Bossman Sir, we are interested in finding a job that takes us back home—back to Kobiton. We were not told we would be kept here. We completed the request only for our families. If there are no brigades to join, may we please go home?”
Bossman flung open the stall door. His assistant followed. The Telepath stepped closer to Irwin until they were face to face. “I’m told you’re Erthin?” He peered into Irwin’s eyes. “But I don’t see it.”
“My father was part Erthin. My mother, Hakra, rest her soul, was Mortal. She died when I was very young.”
“Hmm. Not even your eyes hint that you are Erthin.” Bossman kept staring at Irwin. Their eyes were locked in a battle of wills. His right hand reached out in an attempt to make skin on skin contact, a mind-to-mind connection. “You’re lying.”
He is trying to scare me. 
Arching his back, his eyes firmly on Bossman, Irwin asked, “And if I were, what would you do to me?” 
He does not know me. He cannot see into me. Breathe.
“We usually maim or kill those who lie.”
“How would you kill me, exactly? Is it with a rope? Or a blade? Or do you incinerate?” 
I dare you to try to kill me.
Bossman glanced at the younger Telepath who had shadowed him into the stall.
“I’ve been told you regenerate. Show us your Talent!”
He is trying to inflict his will on me. But his powers have no effect. I must remember to keep arms-length from the Telepaths. I hope none of the Erthins try to hurt me.
He knew what Erthins could do. The two Telepaths were an unknown variable. Still, he had the upper hand. Everyone in the stall was—unknown to them—standing on a layer of silver beneath the straw bedding.
The brigade of four Erthins entered, and he and Kipp were outnumbered should anyone decide to act. 
Breathe. Relax. Do not worry. I can kill everyone in this crowded hellhole if necessary. Keep calm.
Bossman, the senior most Telepath in the room, tried to read his lack of emotion. Irwin could tell that he and his apprentice were trying to figure out what type of creature he might be. Beyond Erthins, Clan-Duins, and Telepaths, there were other creatures who resided on the planet of Urthis with amazing mystical powers, beings who could turn invisible, or teleport, and there were others who appear as the person you most desire. These men knew this, but Irwin did not.
Kipp stiffened as the Erthins filed in. Kipp, a Clan-Duin, wanted to stay out of the confrontation, but he was now clearly in the middle of it. He took a step away from Irwin and bumped into their horse they had stolen from a PCP brigade who had attempted to destroy them many moons prior. Fortunately, the animals were docile now that they were out of the sun. Kipp patted Bodi’s belly, leaning against the large animal. 
Irwin approached the Erthin man at Bossman’s side.
Keep calm for Kipp.
He looked at Bossman but instructed the Erthin. “Take your blade across my arm.”
He had to concentrate on not absorbing the metal, all the while studying the Telepath’s gaze. The Erthin was slow to slide the blade deep into Irwin’s forearm. It was painful at first, but Irwin did not flinch.
Blood trickled down his arm, and Bossman chuckled. Within seconds his skin fused back together. Only a few dribbles of blood remained. The Erthin then took his blade and stabbed Irwin in the shoulder.
He winced when the blade slid in. He had accidentally absorbed the metal. No one saw it happen. And as the Erthin pulled out the blade, Irwin made his flesh grip the metal as it was withdrawn. He had to remake the blade as it was removed. The metal had to stand as thick and full as it had been before he absorbed it.
His clothing was torn, but there was not a mark on his body. Bossman nodded, “Impressive.” He studied Irwin, and everyone squirmed and shuffled. “So, you believe you’re just a healer, but you have not tried to heal anyone else?” The Telepath glanced over at Kipp.
I do not like where this is going. 
The same Erthin stepped around Bossman toward Kipp. Irwin’s Clan-Duin counterpart was unable to run away, but clearly wanted to.
At this moment, there was no way to ensure Kipp’s safety. Irwin never wanted any harm to come to his best and only friend.
There is iron in the Erthin’s blood. Pull for the iron.
Not meaning to show off too much, he threw his left hand forward, and using his Metalist’s power, he metaphysically grabbed the Erthin’s metal-laced blood and the blade now firm in the Erthin’s hand.
Keep it solid.
He knew to keep the knife whole, to not liquefy it. But his powers wanted to. Bossman made a noise, eagerly watching the powerful display.
Abruptly, the Erthin’s arm turned and popped out of its socket. He screamed in agony and dropped the blade. Irwin loosened his Metalistic grip. Kipp was now safe, and that was all that mattered to Irwin.
The Erthin wailed, fell to his knees. One of his comrades rushed to his aid and carried him out of the stall.
“Now that was interesting,” Bossman said, his voice flat and empty of emotion. “That wasn’t an Erthin move. An Erthin cannot control another in that way. That looked more like telekinesis, but didn’t feel like it. I would know; I’m a Telepath—I can feel more than you ever could. No. No. You’re not Erthin. Nor are you Telekinetic.” The Telepath stepped toward him without warning and grabbed Irwin’s forehead with his long spindly fingers.
Irwin closed his eyes, afraid of the contact. He flashed back to his childhood. How father Albert and grandfather Jebadia beat and tortured him. His mind fell into a painful thought mode, recalling every agonizing experience he had ever endured. He had been beaten by open hands, metal encased fists, spoons, and belts; he had been sodomized, burned, and tortured in so many ways. He had been verbally and mentally assaulted his whole life while working in the mines for his father and grandfather. He played the most disturbing episodes over and over in his mind, hoping to scare the Telepath off his flesh. This was a technique Yace had spoken of, only once, and he was running with the idea now. All the images—all the horror—made Bossman recoil.
“You’re a troubled individual,” Bossman said, and looked around the stall, perhaps trying to forget the images he had just seen in Irwin’s mind.
“My life may seem like a living hell, but I look forward to reuniting with my father,” Irwin said while trying to ignore the singing of copious amounts of metal—much like a horrible bout of deafening tinnitus. 
I do miss the quiet mountaintops.
Bossman considered Kipp again. “Chuck will escort you, Clan-Duin. And while you two are being interviewed, we’ll look for markings of ownership.” The man appeared at once larger and looming. “If you’re soldiers’ sons, you’ll have none. That’ll make you mine. And if you have markings, we will contact your owner. Those who leave employment prematurely are returned to their owners and forced to work the rest of their days.”
To Irwin he said, “You follow Leon.” Bossman then turned and strode from the stall.
The only Erthin left, Leon, stepped up to Irwin. He was a fire yielding Erthin, a creature who could incinerate on contact or toss flames from his fingertips. Kipp had always feared this specific type of Erthin. Irwin was not scared. “Ya will com’ wit me.” Leon motioned for him to follow.
Hoisting his bags to his shoulder, Irwin watched Kipp walk away with his own baggage slung over his back. He felt a pang of fear. He did not want to leave his donkeys behind. They left the saddle and packs, mostly empty, leaning against the stall’s interior wall.
He followed Leon through the stables. Chuck took Kipp in the opposite direction. Irwin felt the sting of regret and hoped to see his only friend again—soon. “In the tavern, you said you were from Porford. Where is that exactly?”
“Far rup Ar Var Har bar.”
“What brought you to Onj Raha?”
“Wok.”
“Did you always want to be a soldier?”
“Shut ya damn ansaws ta later.” His grin told of greed.
He is not very smart.
“You mean hold my questions.”
Leon did not look back at Irwin as they ascended a spiral staircase. “Ya be folla.”






  
  2
Releasing Attachment


ATelepath was waiting for him inside a small room on the fourth floor. With shoulder-length blonde hair and pale eyebrows partially camouflaged by the same color of skin, he wore the same gray outfit as Bossman. This middle-aged Telepath named Gerome was waiting, apparently, for the interrogation session to begin. 
Once Irwin was inside, Leon stood with his back against the closed door.
Gerome instructed Irwin to sit and to confess about himself—all of it—like some sort of therapy session. 
Irwin spoke freely, talking about everything that had happened to him throughout his life. He spoke about the horrors endured—how he had been beaten every day, how hard he worked for no recognition. As he confessed his life story, Irwin realized he missed that life, if only slightly and only at that moment. He cried. He professed how much he wanted to return to mining after all this was over. Everything he said was true, in that instant, but not completely revealing of his genuine nature.
He didn’t talk about his powers. And though he shared much about his life, he left out crucial details about his time with Kipp and Yace, about their journey to Onj Raha. Instead, he talked about the mundaneness of their time together. He made it all sound bland, hardly worth living, hardly worth repeating. In the end, the Telepath showed empathy for Irwin.
Irwin felt a certain amount of relief when he talked about what he had suffered as a child. And though he had been holding onto many horrible events from his past, Irwin was willing to let go now. The Telepath did not seem to judge the content of his story. He listened and encouraged the conversation.
Once done, Irwin was asked to strip down and show his body, completely naked of tattoos and markings. He was then given an updated indigo uniform. And after he dressed, he was escorted out of the room and up another narrow spiral staircase to the fifth floor. 
I wonder why I was not telepathically probed.
Leon, the Erthin, led Irwin through the barracks, through long open sleeping quarters separated by stairwells and lavatories encircling the upper floors of the massive Hall.
They wandered the fifth floor looking for available beds. There were none. He followed Leon up to the sixth floor where Kipp was staking out a bunk at the far end of the long barracks hall.
“As ya seeya, we’ve gotta lotsa stuffa hereya to do,” Leon said. “Dere isya, da rec’ya rooma over dere.” Leon stopped at a dormer window and pointed down to the third-floor windows across the courtyard where there were men moving about. “Weya gotta some chores. Diligent pays ofya, rounda hereya.”
“We will do what needs to be done. We just want to go home.”
Leon spewed a verbal list to Irwin about all that was offered if the rules were followed. There was free food, housing, and clothing; everything else cost. And everyone had a job in order to pay their way in the Hall. Laziness was not accepted. 
There were several men napping in the upper floor barracks; some talked quietly amongst themselves; some played card games between bunks. There were only a few open beds, all the others were claimed with bags, colorful blankets, and a variety of personal items.
The unclaimed beds were nestled next to an open gabled window with an eastern view—a view of the sunrise. A young Erthin near Kipp was playing a four-card guessing game, and his opponents were losing money to the shifty card dealer.
Leon pointed at Kipp. “Dere be ya fend. Supper be soon. See ya den!”
“The dining hall is on the second floor, below the recreation room, correct?”
“Yessiree, ya.”
“Thank you.” He flung the heavy baggage hanging from his shoulder onto the bed across from Kipp’s. “I am sorry, Kipp.”
“Sorry won’t cut it, Irwin.” Some of the men stared at them. “They saw my tattoo. They know I’m Gypsy. I’m not so sure about you, but they said they’ll make me into one of their courtyard sitters if I don’t obey.” He was referring to the dogs chained in the courtyard below. “They do that to Clan-Duins they can’t control.”
He felt Kipp’s energy churning. His Talent for growing into a canine had served them well along their journey thus far, but not now. They both felt the trouble to come. He would have to come up with a plan, and fast.
“You better have a damn good reason … some way … some sort of idea to get us out of here. Because if you don’t, I’ll find my own way out and leave you behind.”
Ouch!
“I deserve that.” 
I need to make sure Telepaths do not possess him before we talk any further.
He leaned in, his arm grazed Kipp’s, but the Clan-Duin recoiled. They had made contact, but Kipp clearly did not enjoy any gesture from Irwin at this point. 
I should say something positive. 
He whispered, “My plan is simple. We will find Yace.”
“We would’ve had a better chance finding Yace if we hadn’t come here.”
Irwin continued to speak softly. “Had I not changed my clothing, we would have been passed on by. And had we not rode together, they would have overlooked us. As it is, we did not know what we were doing, and because of that, we drew too much attention. We did not look the part, so they picked us up. We were doomed from the start. Had I not listened to you and taken charge, like Yace would have—”
“None of this would’ve happened if you hadn’t been so flippant!”
“I was not flippant. I was trying to take charge.”
“It’s all your fault we’re in this mess.”
What if Yace, or Dephen inhabiting Yace, is trying to get rid of us? It definitely seems like she-he wants us off their tracks. Is that possible? Has he taken over Yace’s mind and body alike?
“Do not blame me, Kipp. It is quite possible that Yace had a hand in our being taken into custody.” 
“No, this was all you. We both know there was another option besides coming here.”
“Yes. Yes, there was. But I do not believe that would have ended well. Most likely you would be dead, and I would have been captured.”
“If you’d let me talk, we could’ve had a chance at freedom. As it is, we’re both captured!” Kipp was drawing attention. “How are you gonna get out of this?” The young Clan-Duin was oblivious to all the eyes on them. “I might be able to exit sometime in the future in a brigade, or if Nonbry comes and claims me. But you-you … you’re doomed! They’ll either lock you up here forever or send you someplace far worse than here.”
“This is a bad predicament, Kipp, but we have both lived through worse. Did they hurt you physically or mentally?”
“That Telepath tested my patience and my abilities. Then he probed me and stripped me looking for my tattoo.” He pointed at his left shoulder where he had an insignia showing he was owned. “They said they’ll contact my owner. Nonbry’s gonna be so mad.”
“Same thing happened to me. They did to us as they said they would do, and they did not hurt us. They did not beat you or berate you. They only want to know about us, our background. They want to know who we are. That is all. Do not worry. We will be alright. Remember that we need to be fluid with our thoughts and not hope for a specific outcome. If we become heated with our emotions, they win. You know this. You are the one who told me that.” This had been at the core of Kipp’s training with Alio back in the Gypsy camp. But Kipp, a young Clan-Duin, was forgetting all that. Irwin recalled the guidance Kipp himself had shared back when they were just starting out on the journey to bring Yace to her father, to get her to Onj Raha before the old man died and she would supposedly, magically, learn from him how to use her amazing Coterie powers.
The Erthin card-dealer called to them. “It’s only four cards, my friends.” He repeated this several times. “Find the ace, make a silver! It’s quite simple.”
“You’re not helping.” Kipp glared at Irwin in the same way he had all those moons ago—the night they met in the dark camp along the river past the Gypsy caravan.
Kipp had accused him back then of being ‘Death’ in living form, of having the odor of Death. They had come so far since then.
Kipp rose from his bed and approached the Erthin hustler. “What’s the game?”
“Find the ace, win a silver.” The Erthin’s eyes were dark brown, his skin pale and heavily freckled, his hair fiery red.
“And what do I put down to win this silver?”
“Anything you have in your pockets, preferably a silver.”
Kipp glanced back at Irwin but did not make eye contact.
Irwin felt a flush of relief. Kipp knew he was holding several pounds of silver.
Kipp tried to brush off the Erthin. “Sounds like I’m better off keeping my coin.”
“You find the ace the first time, make your silver back; find it a second time, make three silvers for the price of one. Simple, my friend! You’re Clan-Duin. You’ll make your coin back, guaranteed.”
Irwin was now intrigued by the game. He wanted to join but knew to give Kipp his space. He watched, not wanting his friend to stray too far. He had to keep him protected. Slowly he approached, leaving their baggage on the beds. He stepped alongside Kipp and knelt at the same level as the Erthin and his card game.
Four cards lay face up on a small wooden platform. Kipp placed down a silver piece. The Erthin flopped all the cards over and began moving them around. He was quick, but not so quick that Kipp could not find the ace the first time. So he played again. This time the Erthin’s hand moved faster, and Kipp could not find the ace. He lost his silver.
Kipp retrieved another coin and placed it down. Again, the cards flew around too quickly for even a Clan-Duin to catch which one was the ace. He lost another coin and stepped away from the game.
Irwin decided to take a try, impressed by the Erthin’s maneuvers. He was given the same speech. Again, the cards moved around, slowly the first try so Irwin would win and bet again. On the second try, Irwin could not find the ace and lost his silver. He studied the Erthin as he flipped over the cards.
“Oh, so sorry for your loss,” the Erthin said with a greedy grin. “Maybe try again?”
“Yes. I will try again.” Irwin peeked over at Kipp who was obviously ready to move away from this dubious game. “How about this … I will give you three silvers if I cannot find the ace. You give me three if I do.” He placed his coins.
The air smelled of greed. This Erthin clearly liked the wager. “You’re on, young man.” He smiled and began to shift the cards around faster and faster. He was a wind yielding Erthin and was using his powers to rig the game. He stopped and asked Irwin to pick the ace.
Irwin’s hand floated slowly over the cards. The ace was not on the small wooden platform, but up the Wind Erthin’s loose and long sleeve. “It is not on your table,” Irwin then pointed. “It is up your sleeve.” 
Clearly stunned, the Erthin shoved the three wagered silvers back toward Irwin. “This game is over.” He grabbed his cards and makeshift table and left.
Kipp scowled at Irwin. “I don’t know how you knew which one was the ace, but you shouldn’t have done that.”
“I laced his ace with a piece of metal. Now that he is gone, we are the only ones up here. Quick! Let us figure out how we are going to get ourselves and the animals out of here tonight.”
Kipp studied the sleeping hall. “Wait. What? Where’d everyone go?” He pointed at the rows of vacant beds.
“My smell,” Irwin replied. “It comes in handy.”
“The plan is to find Yace,” Kipp said, clearly not succumbing to Irwin’s attempt at lightheartedness.
“It is. But we cannot do that here. I like your idea better—being out there and not enslaved.”
“Now you know how I feel. Dang me, Irwin, once those gates are locked tonight, we’ll be shut in. And there’s guards everywhere! Erthins. Telepaths. Barking dogs. I’m not sure what your plan is, but mine is to leave the animals and get the Hell out of here. They can keep the horse.”
“I am not leaving without my Jennies. Besides, I have all that silver down there.”
“When they clean that stall, they’ll find your silver.”
Keep calm. Breathe. I will get us out of here.
He heard the ringing of all the metal—all the many types of ore located everywhere around called to him. Iron, tin, copper, silver, gold, lead, aluminum, zinc, nickel, and combinations of more; all of it sang to him. 
I need to keep control. Breathe. Keep calm. Ugh! It is not working.
The longer he stayed near all this metal, the more his head hummed. He never had this problem anywhere else, until here, until now. He tried not to pay attention to what was now calling to him from every direction. As much as he struggled, the metallic songs kept playing loudly in his head and throughout his body. 
Keep control. Be calm.
He walked over to the window and looked down at the courtyard. He saw many of the metals within range. The metal carriage with its thick wrought iron bars on all sides stood separate from the other wagons. The metal axles and steel-lined wheels spoke to him. At the same time, he felt all the axes and hammers, shovels and buckets, brackets, levers, nails, hinges, horseshoes, stirrups, bits, spurs … on and on! His eyes, his mind, and his body were drawn to this metallic choir.
Kipp came over and stood next to him. They watched the soldiers below, watched the switching of guards at the main gate. Several dozen red and black-haired soldiers rode in and out of the courtyard. Young, brown-skinned and brown uniformed boys were taking horses to and from the stables. Irwin endured the metal horseshoes colliding against the stony ground. The slobbery horse bits inside warm mouths. Argh! He was keenly aware of everything metal moving around the building—the soldier’s belt buckles, gold teeth, pouches full of monies, rings, earrings ….
“We must leave here tonight. I cannot stay longer than that.”
“You alright?”
“Hardly. If I wanted,” Irwin pointed at the metal caged wagon, “I could float that vehicle into the sky.”
“Please don’t.”
“I could make those horses slide around as if they were on ice. The soldiers with swords, I could probably impale them all, or slice off their heads. And those gates …. I could break them open with a snap of my fingers. I could overturn all those lanterns—light all that hay on fire. And the well’s buckets ….” His breath escaped him.
The caged vehicle rocked back and forth. Kipp put his hand on Irwin’s shoulder. “Alright, calm down. We’ll get out of here. In the meantime, don’t do anything that’ll get us killed.”
The clanging of the supper bell rang out. Those who were allowed to eat were hustling into the building. Kipp licked his lips. “I guess it’s time for our free meal!”
As a Clan-Duin, Kipp was heavily motivated by his stomach. Irwin was aware of this as his friend pulled him along, following his nose and the other soldiers to the dining hall. They clomped down many stairs, along unfamiliar hallways, as they followed everyone to the food. The dining hall was louder than the ringing in his head. This new racket made it too loud to hear his own thoughts. The line advanced slowly, allowing him time to take in the patrons surrounding them. Most of these people were of varying shades of brown skin, and there were many Clan-Duins in the bunch. Half as many were Erthins, and they sat in one section of the boisterous room. The Telepaths congregated along the two tables closest to the entrance of the mess hall. He noticed them studying him and refocused his attention on the soldier in front of him.
The meal was being served by those like them who stood behind counters wearing cooking hats and food-splattered aprons. The line of soldiers waiting for food was long. He heard Kipp’s stomach growl even though the meal of overcooked soupy stew did not look appetizing.
Irwin helped himself to baskets of cheese chunks, bread rolls, and bowls of fruit that had been left out for grazing. He picked up two rolls and put them in his soup. He walked over to a counter covered with tall cups filled with silverware. Summoning a silver spoon into his hand, the chorus of metal was still overwhelming. He was struggling to stay calm—he wanted to let go and allow the metal to dance.
Once more, he surveyed the room. He felt out of place amongst the red-, brown-, and black-haired people. His own gray locks stood out. He was thankful Kipp was there and kept to his side. He pushed him along until they were confronted and invited by the gang of Erthins, who brought them in, to sit at their table. It was clear they were all still keen on finding out what type of Talents Irwin might possess.
The dining hall was filled with men who had some sort of weapon attached to their body. Irwin felt every blade. Holding his urges at bay, he did not want to engage these Erthin soldiers. He looked at his food—the only way to ignore the metallic songs. 
Keep focused.
The leader of this small gang pried, getting under Irwin’s skin. “Sounds like Bossman will want you teamed up with one of the Master Erthins tomorrow morning. They’re planning on putting you through the rigors.”
Kipp shoveled his food; maybe he thought these soldiers would take it away from him.
“Yup, eat up boys, tonight’s your only free night. Starting tomorrow, it’s work, work, work!” 
I need to take hold of the conversation.
He put his silverware down with a hard thud. “Well then, that means we need to hit a saloon tonight!” He patted Kipp on the back. “I promised my friend here I would take him to a saloon full of pretty ladies once we were done with our job. I figure one of you will know a good place to find us some whores?”
The Erthins were clearly enjoying this. “We really need to get you on our team.” One Erthin soldier slapped Irwin’s back. “But first we’ll need to thicken you up some. Come fighting time, you’ll likely be the one with broken bones.”
“Speaking of broken bones,” Irwin drew up a spoonful of watery soup. “I am sorry about earlier. I never knew I had that in me. Never knew I could use my power to break bones.”
“That’s alright. It’s what the Healers Hall is for. And those healers are beautiful. Best place to be mended up, if ya ask me,” said the Erthin with a menacing grin. He whacked Irwin’s shoulder this time—leaving a sharp sting on his skin. “If you’d like to meet a few of them, I’ll break your bones for ya.”
“I bet you would.” If his bones broke, all he must do to instantly fuse them back together was to hold any sort of metal inside. But bones fusing back together hurt worse than having them broken. Nevertheless, his mind was elsewhere now. He was working on getting himself and Kipp outside of the compound, alive and ready to find Yace. 
Smile. Keep engaging these contenders. They will help make this night go our way.
He continued with a caustic politeness. “I guess we could find out now.”
Several men grinned.
“Fighting’s not encouraged at the Hall,” the Erthin said. “But over at the saloon, they’ve got a boxing square. We could go a round, or two. That is, after an ale or two.”
“Really! Maybe we bet against one another.” Irwin wanted to encourage this line of banter.
“You’ll wager money against me?”
“I am a wild kind of man. Why not? If I get to meet some pretty ladies out of the deal, why not?”
“Holy Hakra, you’re a fun one!”
The Erthins began pulling coins out of their pockets. “I’ll bet five silvers on Arny.”
A man from a neighboring table hollered, “I’ll bet seven on the scrawny guy!”
The lead Erthin said, “I’d enjoy a chance to make money for breaking bones tonight.”
Irwin heckled back, “I would like to see you try!”
Kipp glared at Irwin, who smiled back. 
Do not worry, my friend. We will get out of here tonight and with no broken bones. I hope. 
He was having fun egging the Erthins on. They settled in and ate quietly; none of them bullied Kipp or Irwin out of their meal. They did, however, excite other Erthins at the surrounding tables into going over to the saloon for a rowdy time. When all the meals were finished, at least another thirty men were interested in the idea of a lively night.
Irwin said he needed to relieve himself before they went out. He left the mess hall, but instead of pissing, he raced up the stairs—bounding to the sixth floor; he hurried to place his hands on their bags. He made sure the contents could not be ransacked. But if they were, he would know. He laced his metal throughout the bags’ fibers, knowing he would be back soon.
He returned to the dining hall, where the gang of Erthins and other soldiers were ready to head for the saloon across the road. Once again, Irwin and Kipp were surrounded by Erthins. The crowd marched down the stairs and out into the night. They passed through looming wrought-iron gates. Irwin kept his eyes forward, trying to ignore everything except the saloon ahead.






  
  3
A Drink and a Whore


The mass of soldiers led them into a grand saloon where serving wenches maneuvered around hordes of drunken men. Many of the women were scantily dressed and acting flirtatious. They were a colorful backdrop to the sea of indigo-dressed soldiers. There was a stage on the left side of the room, half as wide as the room, decorated with patterns of woodland scenes, of birds and butterflies. Long curtains were intricately embroidered with flower stalks, dangling ivy, and boldly colored flowers flowing from top to bottom. 
Irwin gazed across the busy barroom and the many faces. The men in the main room were all sitting or finding their seats. All the ladies rushed about—most were mixed race with pale skin-tones; some appeared Mortal. They were dressed in bright colors, tight and short clothing, showing off much skin for the men—it was like looking at a meadow filled with flowers. 
From the middle of the giant room, off-duty soldiers and servants hollered at their cohorts as they entered the saloon. About twenty moved in unison toward one of many the long wooden tables; the others set off for the gaming room where there were a dozen giant timbered slabs full of men trying to make money while having a good time. The Erthin soldiers pushed Irwin and Kipp onto short benches lining the closest table. Irwin looked across the table at Kipp who kept his head down.
Do not worry, Kipp, we will get out of here.
Irwin scanned the massive room, trying to get a glimpse into the gaming area.
The Erthin leader, Arny, shouted at a server nearby. “Round of ale for the men!”
Irwin turned to Arny. “Do they have whiskey?”
“They sure do.”
He smiled and motioned toward Kipp. “I would like to buy my companion here a shot or two. Ah, maybe I should buy a bottle if they can spare one.”
“Sure thing,” Arny said. He then shouted, “Margy! A bottle of Kobiton whiskey for my friend here!”
Irwin’s eyes lit. “They have Kobiton whiskey?”
The serving woman nodded at Arny. He laughed and patted Irwin hard on his shoulder. “Figured you’d like a shot of home.”
“Kobiton makes the best whiskey.” Irwin glanced at Kipp who was still head down. 
So-far, so-good.
“We tend to enjoy ales—they be cheaper than the hard stuff, but if you’re buying ….” Arny slapped Irwin again. “I’ll take a whiskey drink!”
He could tell Kipp was nervous to be surrounded by so many Erthins. His brown eyes peered up at the women on the walkways along the third and fourth floor promenades. They were the house whores. All of them were naked. Some cooed at the men who leered up at them, others huddled with sad faces. Every one of those ladies was chained by their ankles. Many had scars on their faces or on their bodies. Some had tattoos, metal piercings in more places than just their ears, nose, eyebrows, and lips; others had enlarged ear lobes or a bone through their nose. Only the youngest were not yet marked. Most were Clan-Duin. He noticed a couple with half an arm or just a stub remaining from whatever fright they must have endured. Many of the ladies gazed down at the crowded saloon floor with solemn faces and blank eyes.
Irwin tried not to feel their pain. “I would like to buy me and my friend a night to remember. If this is our only night of freedom, our only night to enjoy the women before we are put to work, I want to make the memories last.”
Kipp’s eyes widened. “You want a woman?”
“I have never wanted a woman like I want one now.” 
I do not want a woman. All I want is the metal. But I cannot.
A cool dribble of sweat trickled down his spine.
I want to summon it all! 
No. Keep focused. Breathe. Figure a way out of here. 
The ringing of all the metal in the saloon was making him feel crazed. “I know you want to have some fun too, huh, Hauss? If this is our last night of freedom, we might as well.”
Kipp looked apprehensive, but mercifully went along with the ruse. “A night with a lady would be nice.”
Arny had been talking to a soldier on his other side and turned to engage Irwin. He leaned in and aggressively grabbed his hand. “I wonder if we chop off your fingers if they’d regenerate.”
Not wanting to deal with that conversation again, Irwin looked back up to the third floor and pointed, “How much for one of them?”
The Erthins all turned their gazes up to the women on the upper floors. “One of the whores? Depends. If you want all of them, it’s four silvers for time in bed. If you only want a hand-job, it’s two. They’re not cheap bitches. But they can be wild in bed! That’s why they all look the way they look.”
Kipp was not laughing, but Irwin went along with the banter. “Why are some without arms?”
“Those are the ravens,” the youngest of the Erthin squad said. “Their wings have to be clipped so they don’t fly away. Not to worry, though, they’re always allowed one arm. They have to pay for themselves in one way or another—if ya know what I mean. If their privates don’t work, their hand will!”
The server returned with a tray of ale-filled steins.
She placed the bottle of whiskey next to Arny and a plate of six shot glasses. Irwin handed over ten gold coins for the whiskey, which was more than enough, but he did not care. He needed to appear carefree—out on the town and ready to enjoy a wild time.
He grabbed the bottle, pulled the cork out with his teeth, and pulled the plate of glasses toward him. He took two, filled them to the top, and pushed one over to Kipp. Then he topped off the other shots.
“We salute you and your comrade,” Arny declared. He held his mug up in one hand, the shot in the other. “Congratulations on finding Onj Raha. Enjoy your night of freedom.” He tossed the shot of whiskey down his throat, and then the stein full of ale. The other soldiers guzzled their drinks.
Irwin was grateful that Kipp was being cautious about becoming drunk for once. He watched him sip his whiskey. He smiled at Kipp and poured him another. “Tonight is going to be a night to remember.” 
I have missed Kobiton’s whiskey. Alcohol, for me, is like it is for Yace. It calms me down.
Their blue-eyed server apparently did not need to be signaled to know all their steins needed to be refilled. She hustled to their table with a carafe in either hand. Every stein was topped off. Arny and Leon were exploring up her short lavender skirt. Irwin watched and tried not to act offended or angered. None of the groping hands seemed to faze her as she managed her duties. She nodded at Arny and walked away.
Irwin feigned drunkenness. In fact, it was the harmony of metal everywhere that got him going. 
The alcohol is not working. Shit! Did it just get louder in here? I need to stay focused. 
His breathing became labored. He turned toward the stage, the one place where there was not a lot of metal. His toes tapped inside his boot as he asked Arny, “When does the show start?” He swigged another shot of whiskey.
The older Erthin looked at Irwin. “Soon. We never caught your name, or your friend’s.”
“I am Samuel Miner, and he is Hauss Hauler.” Irwin contemplated his empty glass. The alcohol was having an opposite effect tonight, amplifying his desire to summon the metal. His foot beat the floor. 
Nothing is helping. Plan. I must figure out a plan.
“A son of a miner and a hauler. What did your father haul, boy?” Arny glared at Kipp.
“Crops.”
The Erthins all chuckled. Arny focused on Irwin. “And you are a miner’s son. What did your family mine, boy?”
Irwin stared back at Arny. 
I could kill you right now. Do not provoke me. Keep calm. Breathe. Ignore him. But I want to heckle.
His foot stopped tapping. “I am no boy.”
“You’re younger than me; that makes you a boy.”
“Then all your peers are boys.”
Slightly drunk, Arny glanced at his companions. “Huh. I guess so.”
“My family mined coal.”
“Coal, eh!”
“Mining coal makes you a man.” Irwin saw Kipp fight back a smirk. 
“Huh, I guess it would.” Arny’s attention was called away from that table to the next one over.
Everyone at their table was wound up in their own discussions. 
There are so many people. So much metal. We need to get out of here!
His nervous foot resumed tapping. 
Keep calm. But it’s calling to me. I want to release it all! Breathe. Must breathe.
“I think I’m ready for a woman on my lap. Kipp, what about you?”
Kipp glared at him.
The banter in the saloon became deafening. The main floor was stuffed to capacity for the first show of the evening. Sweaty men wearing day’s old clothing, some reeked of alcohol, others emitted smokey scents; more had horrible breath—he felt sorry for any Clan-Duin with too keen a nose. 
A tall female piano player with long red hair strode across the stage with a short, somewhat stocky, lute strummer. She swished her ruffled skirt. A percussionist wearing a low-cut red dress followed five steps behind. The musicians gathered their instruments and sat down, ready to play. They were the only fully clothed women in the saloon. The curtain rose and dancers appeared in sparkling dresses, faces painted more dramatically than Irwin had ever seen. In several beats, the dresses were half-off, parts and pieces strewn across the dance floor.
There was not a man in the house who was not enjoying the sight of the mostly naked women—except him. Irwin watched with saddened eyes, but he knew to keep up a façade. 
Here I am again in the midst of debauchery. When will it end? When will women be treated with respect? This is disgusting!
Screaming, shouting, clapping, and stomping their feet, all the men’s eyes were on the stage, on the women.
Kipp pushed into the tabletop. His lips barely moved. “Is this your plan?”
Irwin winked at his friend. 
Yes. Thank you for reminding me. Stay focused! We will befriend them and use their weakness as our strength. 
He joined in with the banter and urged Kipp to do the same with a nod and a smile.
Once the show started, the women up on the promenade were not as flirtatious. They sat back and watched the dancers. Those directly above the stage looked down at the men. Irwin waved at one of them, and this encouraged Kipp to glance up.
“Which one would you like, Kipp?”
Kipp’s brow furrowed. “You pick!”
Irwin pointed to one of the Erthin ladies whose room faced the street they had crossed. “That one?” 
Exiting out onto the roadway through a window might not be so easy.
“Or that one?” 
She will have a room facing the interior courtyard. Yes, let us take that room.
Irwin realized he had picked out the woman who caught his eye the first time he looked up. She appeared lonely, resting warily against the wall of her bedroom. When she noticed Irwin pointing at her, she hunkered down. “That one is a good one.”
They watched two dances. During the second dance, the ladies had chains hanging from their hips, a few wore bells on their ankles. It all became like a raging migraine. Irwin kept consuming shots of whiskey to calm his nerves. Those pretty dancers were only there to provoke the men, and it was working. 
Shit, I need to get out of here.
At the end of the first set of dances, Irwin leaned toward Arny. “I am ready for that woman.”
“One woman for each of ya?”
“At four silvers apiece, we will share.” Irwin felt Kipp’s gaze on the side of his face. He nodded at him, hoping his friend would stay mute.
“Ya just had some gold pieces!”
“Yes. And that bottle of whiskey took all I had been paid. All I have now is five or six silvers. Hauss might have a few pieces left, but I told him I would buy.”
Arny leaned forward toward Kipp. “You two like to share women?”
Kipp stiffened in his seat. His voice rattled. “Well, Samuel usually likes to watch more than take part. But now and then, we do have some fun.”
“I am thinking of a threesome tonight!” Irwin closed his eyes and took a deep breath. All the broad swords, short knives, and nails holding soldier’s boots together, fake teeth, jewelry, ladies’ hairpins, buttons and hooks on clothing, and monies in soldier’s pockets generated a symphony of metal. He could barely keep from exploding. When he opened his eyes, small bits of silver speckled around his iris. He gazed at Kipp. “I want a feisty woman tonight! How about you, Hauss?”
Kipp nodded. “We should probably go get one then, before they’re all taken.” He poked Irwin’s forearm with his finger.
Arny jabbed Leon’s elbow, indicating for him to take over chaperoning.
Irwin stood first. Kipp was slow to rise, and looked at Arny, as if to ask permission to go. The Erthin signaled for him to leave the table and follow his friend.
Leon led them across the crowded room. They pushed past patrons, many of them were Clan-Duins with sour faces looking at Irwin. A line of men congregated at the bottom of the stairs. The Erthin signaled Irwin and Kipp to lead the way. They were stopped at the third-floor promenade. Two robust men sat on either side of the stairs, taking the silvers needed to access the whores.
A Clan-Duin bouncer was hesitant to allow both Irwin and Kipp into the one room. He sniffed at Irwin and glanced at Leon behind them. Leon assured the bouncer, “I be makin’ sur dey donna ‘eckle da ladee muchya.”
For the price of six silvers, they were allowed to pass without further incident. Leon followed. Irwin in the lead, Kipp remained one step behind. They were slowed down by naked women hoping for some attention. All these women were chained to heavy locks in their bedrooms attached to sturdy wooden bedframes; the sight turned his stomach.
Keep focused, find that wounded bird. There she is.
“Hi. I am Samuel. This is Hauss. We would like some time with you.” He glanced at Leon who clearly looked eager to join in.
Irwin and Kipp stared at the battered Clan-Duin woman they had picked out—a mixture of Mortal and Clan-Duin. Her light-brown body had been scarred, and she bore many piercings; her right arm had been taken at the elbow. She was visibly ashamed of her partial limb and bashful about looking at either man. She said her name softly. “Augusta. You can come in.” Her head was bowed low as she beckoned the men into her room.
Irwin closed the door before Leon could enter, who then knocked to be let in. He wanted to see into the room, but Irwin would not allow it. The bedroom was small and drab. Her bed was nothing more than a wide cot with a tattered and stained knit blanket. There was a small bedside table with nothing on it. And on the wall behind them, there were two hooks for a gentleman’s clothes. Other than that, there was nothing else in the room, no lantern or candles, no dresser or cabinet, no paintings or curtains, no color whatsoever. But there was a window!
Irwin felt the warm nighttime breeze while considering the square opening. A tightly woven grill of iron bars stood between them and freedom. Not even a small bird could slip through. There was no way anyone could get out of this room without going past Leon at the door—except Irwin.
Leon yelled through the door, “Iya wasa ‘opin’ ta watchya.”
“Nope, I did not pay for you to watch.”
Leon shouted again, “Iya locka da room on ya tree, anden burn ya’ll!”
Irwin opened the door and handed him two silver coins. “Go pay for one of those things they do with their hands.” He motioned toward one of the wounded birds on the floor. “She could probably help you out.” He shut the door.
Irwin placed a hand on the door and locked them in the room.
Kipp was staring at Augusta. “What happened to you?”
“I dared to escape.” She pulled her long hair across her partial arm. “That’s what happens here. If you try a third time, they take it off at the pit.” She averted her eyes and went to the bed, pulling at her hair, watching the two men.
Kipp asked the naked woman, “What else do they do if you dare to escape?”
“We get three strikes. Fourth time, you’re beheaded.” Her eyes averted away from his, down to her skinny legs. “I’m sorry.” She lifted her dark amber eyes. “What would you like me to do?” She began a sultry dance.
Irwin put a hand on both Kipp and Augusta. “I need you two to be good.”
Augusta froze under his touch. “I am always good, sir.” Her voice shook, as did she, but there was no change in her behavior. He was thankful she was not under telepathic control.
“Good.” He walked over to the barred window. Kipp watched with apparent confusion. Irwin drew the tightly welded metal window casing into his flesh. Full of metal, his arm hairs stood on end. The window was now wide open, and the nightly breeze wafted through the otherwise stale-smelling room. He looked back at Kipp and Augusta and placed his fingertip to his lips. She was visibly frightened, but said nothing.
“Kipp, I need you to enjoy Augusta until I call for you.” He wiped dry his sweaty palms and climbed up on the open windowsill.
“Wait a minute!” Kipp wheezed. “What are you doing?”
Irwin held himself steady in the window frame. It was a three-story drop to the stone courtyard below. Drunk on ore and whiskey, he whispered, “I am about ready to erupt.” He looked down again. “We will escape soon. But first I will cause a distraction.”
Metal sang to him from everywhere. 
Keep calm. Do not let go. Not yet. 
Sweat flew from his brow when he shook his head. He was trying his best to keep his eyes and thoughts straight. “Now I know why my father did not want us to be inside a town or city for too long. Kobiton did not prepare me for this place.” The metallic humming was almost more than he could bear. 
Shit! I cannot control it. I want to let go. Ugh, but not here. Not around Kipp. Not yet. 
All the metal within a block’s radius was screaming for him to summon it, to release it, and mold it into his own creation—into himself. 
I cannot let go. Not yet!
Kipp was definitely horrified. “I hope you know what you’re doing?”
The hunger for the ore was taking over. Silver swirled in Irwin’s eyes; his irises were consumed by it.
The woman on the bed sat back against the wall, fear rattling her eyes. With a snap of his fingers, her ankle cuff and chain were summoned into Irwin’s hand. She gasped, quivered.
A gold piece floated to the table next to Augusta’s bed. “When that moves, Kipp, so should you. Stay here until then. Oh, and do not forget to enjoy yourselves!”






  
  4
Get in. Get the Baggage. Get Out


Irwin hung onto the stone lined windowsill. Dropping this far would kill most anyone. Long ago he had thrown himself off a cliff, a little higher up than this, and survived. Using some of the metal he had just absorbed, he created disk-like footholds and cemented them firmly into the brick-and-mortar façade. Pushing metal into rock was as easy for him as pulling it into his skin. He scaled down the tall building and left the footholds for Kipp. 
He crept along the edge of the courtyard wall, where adjacent alleyways were flanked by five and six-story buildings. He followed the pull of his metal located deep in the Hall’s stables. For the moment, the streets were mostly barren. Yet he heard distant conversations and felt metal moving everywhere. Slinking through the shadows, he found his way toward the avenue between the barracks and the saloon.
Stopping at the end of a zig-zag alley, Irwin was barely out of the street’s light and could see only four PCP soldiers guarding the closed gates. A few people of Talent passed by the narrow alleyway, unaware of him there in the darkness. He held still—held his breath. Metallic melodies beat at his brain. He shook his head, trying to hold his perspective. The world rattled and tilted sideways.
I am ready to give in. No. Keep it together for Kipp. But he is not here. I do not have to keep myself in check. I just want to
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