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Despite the bright, low autumnal sunlight, the laboratorium was in semi-darkness. Gas lights flickered behind grime-stained windows as the room’s single occupant worked, muttering to himself in a monotone. The room around him was littered with a forest of artificial limbs; arms and legs frozen in various attitudes. Some were complete, some mere shells of metal, their inner workings exposed. A collapsible bed sat in an alcove, off to one side of the room, with clothes and personal items scattered around it. A grubby velvet curtain, designed to give the sleeper some privacy, hung from a brass rail, its lower edge trailing in the rubbish on the floor. 

In the main part of the room, glass-fronted cupboards held rows of hands, feet, fingers and assembled limbs. The room was clearly warm; the man was hatless, dressed in a shirt with an open collar, a once-white dustcoat over the top. The whole ensemble appeared to have been worn for many days and frequently slept in.

The workbench was cluttered with the paraphernalia of his trade; tools, wires and cogs as well as a strange contraption, consisting of a glass-sided box and a small wooden board. Looking inside the clear walls of the box, there were metal plates suspended in a liquid. Two shining wires projected through the top of this box, leading to the board where more wires were fixed in a circular arrangement. The wire was not complete; there was a gap in its circuit around the board. This gap had brass clips at each end, into which the man was placing cylindrical objects picked from a pile on the bench.

Situated to one side of the apparatus and unconnected to it, was some sort of measuring instrument with a graduated dial and a needle. The man was comparing the motion of the needle and writing notes as each object was placed between the clips.

The door opened and a tall man, dressed in fashionable clothes, entered. The door slammed shut behind him, but the man at the bench was so intent on his work that he didn’t notice. After being ignored for several moments the entrant coughed. 

The worker never flinched from his task. “What is it? I’m extremely busy,” he said impatiently.

“May I remind you, Professor, that you exist here to serve me? I rescued you from the gutter and could just as easily return you there.” The tone was slightly mocking, it was plain who was the servant and who the master. And his use of the honorific was significant, if he was displeased with progress, he used the rank. If things were going well, first name terms indicated his pleasure. 

At the words, the Professor looked up. He remembered his life before. After qualifying, he had been apprenticed to Professor Woolon at the Institute of Medical Statics, a branch of the military investigating the forces in man that enabled life. They had a ready supply of maimed servicemen and women to practise on, those who would obey orders and endure any amount of experimentation.

Under Woolon, artificial limbs, controlled by the body’s own nervous system, had been developed and perfected. They were offered at first to the servicemen who had undergone the trials, with the intention that once the process had been perfected, with lower production costs they could be made more generally available. 

Then he had gone too far, against Woolon’s instructions he had tried to advance the work in ways that were considered unethical, inevitably they proved to be fatal to many of those chosen for testing. 

As far as the Professor had been concerned, the few successes were sufficient proof that his ideas were sound, all that was needed was more time and subjects to perfect his methods. A few casualties were inevitable; it was all a necessary part of progress. 

But his protestations had fallen on deaf ears. He had been thrown out of the Institute, his qualifications cancelled, leaving him destitute and friendless. He had spent days lost in alcohol and introspection; seething at the injustice. In his opinion, Woolon was a fool. He failed to understand or accept that progress demanded sacrifice. Putting an individual’s life before the common good, that was not the way to advance science.

Which was when he had been found by his present employer and offered the chance to continue his work, in secret, for some unspecified purpose. Anything he had asked for had been provided; it was all of the finest quality. He knew not from where it came, had decided that it was probably better not to ask. The reason would be clear in time. He had the feeling that today’s visit might give him a clue as to whether the time was nigh.

“Come, Professor,” the man’s tone changed, becoming friendlier. He even put his arm around the Professor's bony shoulders. “How are your works on the Sensaurum progressing?”

The question was unwanted, he had said, many times, that all progress would be reported. The Sensaurum was his project. People had laughed at the name, but what did they know?

“As promised, I have found a way of switching control remotely,” he replied. “I need only to increase the range of the effect.”

“And when shall we be ready for a demonstration?”

“For a test, I will need a subject, a live person I can work on, with a fully functioning artificial limb, preferably an arm.”

“I will find one; I merely need to know when they will be required?”

“Give me three days to encase the parts and devise a way to modify the interior of the limb to accept them.”

“Very well then, you have three days.”

“And shut the door behind you,” said the Professor, bending back to his task. It was the only power he possessed; he was determined to exercise it whilst he could.

He had come so much further than Woolon had or could. The man might have been feted as a genius, but he was his equal; no, he was his better. It was not true that Woolon’s understanding of the human nervous system was second to none. He, not Woolon, had discerned its use of what was called statics energy to transmit messages from brain to muscle. He had isolated the pathways along which the signals were passed and devised a way to connect them to the inanimate. Woolon, as the man in charge, had merely taken the credit. 

There was so much more that he had found and Woolon had taken it as his own. Woolon had failed to accept that the same signals could be generated outside the body, and it now appeared that they could be transmitted remotely through the air. He had seen the clues in the work of others, discoveries in statics and applications in apparently unconnected fields. He alone could see how it all fitted together. To be used and then cast aside in that way was humiliating. As far as he was concerned, his rescue was only right. Thanks to his new benefactor, time would show who the greatest scientist was; he was sure that it would not be Woolon.

As to the legality of what he was doing, he had closed his mind to the concept as soon as Woolon had appropriated his findings. And it was obvious to him that the work he was now doing, what he was now capable of, had no lawful purpose. Nevertheless, he was convinced that history would absolve him. 

What he had said was not strictly true; he might not be ready in three days. At least it had got rid of the interruption. Pleased to be alone again, he rummaged on the bench and found the next device he wanted to test. He was sure that it would work this time. If it failed in three days, he could always blame the subject.

Whistling a popular tune, he bent to his task.
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Jackson Thwaite was hungry. That was the trouble with the orphanage; there were just too many mouths and never enough in the serving dishes to fill them all. The staff were well-meaning, it was among the children that the trouble started.

The bullies and their gangs of sycophants generally did alright; it was the young and the weak that went hungry. Jackson was not young, as far as he could remember he was nearly one and twenty, but because he was polite and avoided picking on those smaller than him, he was seen as weak and ripe for exploitation. In consequence, he was always hungry or bruised from his encounters with the bullies, who were the only well-fed ones among the inmates. This mealtime had been the same. As soon as their rations had been slopped into the bowls the bigger had descended and grabbed at the plates of the slowest. The staff were supposed to intervene but rarely did. Only when Mr Templestowe, the headmaster, was watching would they call for order or discipline a pupil.

Even so, life in the orphanage was better than a life on the streets. Metropol City was not the safest place to grow to adulthood; there were dangers on every corner; from the machines in the factories to the new-fangled things that moved along the roads. And the people who preyed on their fellows, press gangs, robbers, slave-masters and all sorts of felons. That was before the effects of the smoke and choking fumes from industry had on your body and mind. At least here you were fed something and only had to do light work, picking oakum or cutting cloth for the military.

Jackson did have an advantage though, unknown to the bullies he had been befriended by Mrs Grimble, the cook’s assistant, she had seen him share what little he had and had developed a soft spot for the lad. 

“My boy Edgar was like you,” she would say as she smuggled him a treat. Sometimes it was a biscuit, rich with honey, on other occasions a fruited bun from Mr Templestowe’s own table. “He went away with the army and never came back, my Edgar did. Lost in some foreign land he was, killed by savages and buried where he fell.” 

Jackson thought her simple in the head, for she said the same thing every time they met. But it would be foolish of him to mention it; the treats might well stop if he did. He may have been many things, but he was not stupid.

Instead, he merely pulled a sorrowful face and said, “How sad,” being careful not to show too much emotion. To be honest, he was not really interested in the tale, people died, that was the way it was. Whether you were dead in Metropol City or dead in a foreign land it was all the same in the end. 

Although he supposed, if you had to be dead, being dead in a foreign land had some attractions; at least you would have lived in bright sunshine and clean air for a while. And it was safe to assume that you were generally well fed in the army, or at least better fed than you were in the orphanage.

Jackson’s stomach rumbled again, and he sneaked away from the din of the common room towards the kitchen. At this time of the day Mrs Grimble would be there alone and that meant more chance of a treat. It was dark as he crossed the yard, flitting from pool to pool of gas-lit cobbles. A fine, misty rain fell, dragging the coal dust from the air, making the drops on his face feel coarse and gritty. His feet felt the wetness of the ground through the worn soles of his boots. 

He looked up at a mechanical rumble, saw the lights on a flying machine as it passed over his head. It was unnatural, he thought, all those people in a box in the air, held up by goodness knew what, with two roaring gas fires pushing them forward. He resolved never to go in one of them; as if it were ever a possibility. The walls shut off the sound as the machine passed by, allowing him to hear again the ever-present soft growl of life in the city outside. 

It was another world out there; it had been six years since he was last outside the wall. He wondered what changes he would see, if he were ever to be allowed. The way things were in his life, seeing outside was about as likely as flying. If he were really one and twenty in a matter of days though, he would legally be an adult. That was more than old enough to marry, old enough to die for Norlandia. Many men of his age, and women too, would have five or six years of working under their belts. They might even be married, with children to care for. Perhaps he could request to see Mr Templestowe; he could petition him to be allowed out, to make his own way in the world.

When he got to the kitchen doorway and peered around it, Mrs Grimble was absent. She must have gone home already, Jackson thought. At least she had left the gas lamp burning, there was light to aid him in his search. He ventured into the room; his hunger a real thing now, it felt like a worm writhing in his belly. Perhaps some comestibles had been left unattended. If he were lucky, he could maybe find a mouthful or two. 

In the corner of the kitchen there was a large coal range, at least it was usually in the corner, now it seemed to be moved away from the wall into the middle of the room. Jackson could see that it was mounted on wheels, together with its tiled surround. He had never noticed that before, the flue had also been uncoupled and hung from the ceiling. There was a dark hole in the wall behind its place. He crept towards it, expecting all the time to hear a shout, he was poised to run and dodge the blow from a master’s swishing, stinging cane.

Reaching the hole, he saw the start of a flight of stone steps that led down. They were poorly lit by more flickering gas lamps. The plain brick walls had dark lines of condensation staining their faces. It smelt faintly musty, like the crypt at the church they were forced to attend most days. 

There were voices below, faint and indistinct. As he tentatively moved toward the top step, he kicked a solid object, it made a scraping noise as his foot moved it across the flags. The noise below stopped. Jackson bent down; there were a pair of boots on the ground, stout boots with hobnailed soles, better than his boots which were more hole than sole. The tread had a strange pattern but Jackson assumed that it was to enable better grip on muddy paths.

He removed his own, battered boots and tried them on as, below him, the muttering resumed. The boots fitted him perfectly and when he laced them, he felt their robust construction holding his feet in unaccustomed comfort. Standing upright, they felt strange; perhaps it was due to the thickness of the soles. They were his now, he would soon get used to that. 

There was an obstruction in each boot, a hard place by his big toe, like a stone. Apart from that, they were perfect. He had no qualms about taking them, just as long as no-one saw him do it. 

He was more worried about how he could hide them from the attention of the other boys, especially from Alyious, who was the biggest and worst of the bullies. Perhaps if he dirtied them so they looked less like a new pair, they might remain his for a while.

His attention had been distracted by the boots; he had not noticed the soft tread of the person who approached. The hand on his shoulder was totally unexpected. He tried to duck and spin away but his new boots let him down. Sparks flew from their nails as they slipped on the flags and his feet skidded for purchase. 

His balance lost, he fell. He bounced off each step on the way down, landing in a bruised, dazed heap at the foot of the stairs.

Fear took control of him, despite his bruising and dizziness he tried to get up and flee. No sooner was he on his feet than he found himself held from behind. His feet were lifted off the ground. Unable to turn, he faced the stairs. He struggled but whoever was holding him was strong and pinned his arms to his sides with ease. He kicked back but his lunges encountered nothing but air. 

“Be still,” a gruff voice said in his ear. He saw the feet of a man coming down the stairs, then his waist and then, just as he was about to see the face, a cloth bag was thrown over his head. 

“What shall we do with this one then?” said the voice. 

“That’s Jackson,” answered Mrs Grimble, in a voice which was hers and yet not so. “He’s the one that I told you about.” Her tone was no longer that of a slightly bemused cook, she sounded like a refined and confident lady of class.

A third voice, also rich with the tones of the ruling classes, joined in the conversation. “He’s all skin and bone, what good would he be?” it asked.

Jackson tried to speak through the folds of cloth. “I’m strong, let me go,” he shouted, but if any of them heard him they did not show it.

“He seems to have found the boots,” the first man said, “and they fit him.”

“They ought,” said Mrs Grimble. “Alyious stole his others to make a pattern.”

What was going on? Jackson’s boots had gone missing a week ago; he wondered who had taken them. He had looked at all the other boys expecting to see them on another’s feet. He had had to walk barefoot for a day and a half, cutting his feet badly on the rough cobbles of the yard, then the boots had reappeared by the side of his bed and nobody could explain it. 

How could Mrs Grimble, old, silly Mrs Grimble, be involved in plots and plans like this? And Alyious, he was Jackson’s chief tormentor, what was his part?

“Let him go,” ordered the voice in the distance. “Yes, Mr Langdon,” said the man holding him and the bag was removed, as were the arms.

Jackson turned around and blinked, he was in a richly decorated drawing room, lit by many gas lamps. The walls were panelled in dark wood, there was a fine carpet on the floor, framed paintings and highly polished mahogany furniture. As well as Mrs Grimble, two men who he had never seen before were present. Alyious was beside him, had he been the one who had grabbed at him back in the kitchen?

Mrs Grimble stood before him. “Hello, Jackson,” she said. “I see you’ve found us then; I expect you want to know what’s going on. Let us give you a meal and then we’ll tell you.”

An hour later, Jackson was replete for the first time that he could remember. He had been given a plate of roasted bovine, with potatoes cooked in fat rendered from anserine, cabbage, carrots and thick gravy.

The gravy had been the best part, so rich and full of flavour that it would have made a better meal on its own than anything he usually ate. He could feel his belt tightening with each mouthful. Apple pie and custard sauce, rich with cream, had followed. He had struggled to cram it all into his protesting stomach.

Mrs Grimble and the man referred to as Langdon watched in fascination as he ate. Alyious and the other man had departed, up the stairway. He had heard the range slide across the kitchen floor, closing that exit. 

Jackson took a sip from the glass of lemonade that had been placed by his side. He had never tasted anything so refreshing. And he was warm; actually warm. In the dormitory, he often awoke to ice in the water jugs. Relaxed and feeling drowsy, he sat back. 

“Is that better?” asked Mrs Grimble.

“Thank you, yes,” said Jackson, remembering his manners. No doubt the reason behind the meal would shortly appear; there was sure to be a price to pay. He must stay alert for any trickery.

“We should explain,” began the man, Langdon. 

“Hadn’t we better warn him first?” suggested Mrs Grimble. “Before we explain his new purpose?”

Jackson was suddenly alert; warn him? What was this about a new purpose? The thought occurred that he would be forced into something against his will. He looked around for another escape but could see none.

“Of course.” Langdon showed no emotion. “Do you know what a patriot is, Jackson?”

“I do, sir; it’s a man who loves his country.”

“Correct, and a traitor?” 

Jackson’s face darkened. “That would be the opposite,” he said.

“And which are you, Jackson?”

Jackson had the sense to realise that the rest of his life hung on his answer, not that he was in any doubt about which he was. It might be that he was not the richest person in the land, but he felt no anger over his status.

“A patriot, sir,” he said defiantly.

“That’s the correct answer,” Mrs Grimble said kindly. “If you had been unsure, that brisket would have been your last meal. You would never have been seen again.” The words were so at odds with her tone that it took Jackson a moment to comprehend what he had heard.  

Jackson knew a little of the workings of the state, the overseer in the workroom often discussed the news of the day with them. So he was aware that the influence of Norlandia stretched way beyond its shores, and of the continual wars that engulfed foreign parts as all major countries vied for power. It was said that enemy spies and agents were everywhere, battling to corrupt and terrorise innocent folk. Was this man such an agent, would his words be enough, or was his fealty to be further questioned, tested?

Langdon continued, “We represent a part of the government, a part that is interested in all sorts of things, all over the world.”

“And in this country as well,” added Mrs Grimble. “We are always looking for people to help us, to gather information, watch people and perform small tasks. We’ve been keeping an eye on you.”

“Are you the Watchmen?” Jackson asked. The Watchmen were the law in Norlandia, they had absolute power, were uncorrupted and indefatigable. Get on their wrong side and they would never cease in their pursuit. ‘Honest as the Watch’ was a compliment in life.

“Oh no,” replied Langdon. “If the Watch knew of us, they would be most unhappy. Some of the things we do would not be to their liking. Officially, we do not exist.”

That made it sound much more exciting, a secret part of society, with intrigues and plots of importance to the common good. “Is Alyious one of your... people?” asked Jackson. The two nodded.

“He is, that is why you never see him in the workroom. He lodges in the home but ventures out by day, sometimes by night, as required.”

It made sense. Jackson had always thought that Alyious knew of some trick to avoid working, to find that he was allowed to go outside was a revelation; perhaps he could do the same. The bullying must be an act, if he worked for this man, on matters of importance; well, he could not be such a bad sort, could he? And he had a hand in Jackson’s new boots. His mind raced, this might be the chance he was looking for, a way to get outside, to start a new life. 

“We also test the inventions that our scientists produce,” Mrs Grimble said. “Mechanical devices and the like. Things such as your new boots.”

Jackson looked down at his feet. The part about working outside was interesting, getting away from the orphanage sounded like fun, even testing machinery, as long as you kept your hands and feet clear of the workings. But his boots. New and well made, to be sure; but still, they were just boots.

One of the wood panels on the far wall swung open. Alyious and the other man had returned. “Alyious you know,” said Langdon. “His companion is Mr Fairview.”

Alyious held out his hand. “No hard feelings, Jackson,” he said. 

Hardly knowing what to make of the last few hours, Jackson shook it.

“We’re all prepared outside. Sir Mortimer, ma’am,” Fairview spoke in the accent of a man from the wild, forbidding northern parts of the country.

“Good. Come on then, Jackson, you’re about to find out what the boots can do. Did you feel the lump by your toe? It has a purpose.”

Intrigued and excited, Jackson fell in with the rest as they moved outside. He prodded at the lump with his toe, but nothing happened.

They went through the door in the panelled wall and arrived in a small courtyard, between the back of the house and the wall that encircled the orphanage. It was hidden by the shape of the building and Jackson had never guessed at its existence before now. The wall was at least fifteen feet high, of red brick with a small door set in it. Gas lamps threw dark shadows. It had stopped raining and a pale moon added to the illumination.

Jackson gazed about. He thought that he saw movement; a figure came from the shadows and moved towards them. Jackson saw that it was a girl; in fact, it was one that he recognised. Tall and pleasantly rounded, she had long dark hair piled on her head and secured with an ornate pin, looking like two entwined swans. Jackson had often wondered how she had retained it from the lighter fingered among the females, now he was starting to understand a lot more of the hierarchy of the orphanage,  

“Jessamine Batterlee,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

She smiled. “I’m to be your accomplice, Jackson. I see you have the boots, like mine.”

Jackson stole a glance at her feet. Peeping out from beneath her skirts were the toes of boots, highly polished like his. He had never noticed her wearing them before, and he had stolen more than a glance at her when he thought he was unnoticed. Now, she tugged at her waist and the skirts fell away. Underneath, she was clad in trousers not unlike his, except they were tighter. Jackson felt embarrassment, he had never seen a woman dressed so, never guessed at the shape that was revealed. The narrowness of her waist was emphasised by the wide black belt she wore, her hips full and shapely, the legs longer than he had supposed.  

Jessamine was obviously unconcerned with her new appearance. “Follow me, Jackson,” she called, running toward the wall. Jackson was about to shout at her to be careful, it seemed that she could not stop before she dashed herself against the brick. She jumped at the vertical face, swinging her feet up to kick at the wall. Jackson fancied that he heard a click as she stuck fast, her feet three feet from the ground. Then she started to climb, moving up the wall as a babe crawls over the floor. It was as if the wall were horizontal. She swiftly reached the top and sat astride the bricks, her leg swinging.

“Well, Jackson?” said Mrs Grimble. “Your turn. What are you waiting for?”  
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Jackson looked at Mrs Grimble. “How can I do that?” he asked.

“You climb with the boots on the brick, and you wear these on your hands.” Mrs Grimble passed Jackson a pair of fingerless gloves. “Press the palms onto the brick,” she said, “and kick the toe of your boots against the wall, you will stick.”

Jackson reached up and placed the palm of the right glove against the wall. He tried to pull it away, it was firm. He lifted his left boot and kicked at the wall with the toe. There was a click and when he tried to pull it away, he found that it too, was stuck fast.


“How?” he asked. 


“Does it matter?” came the swift reply from the new Mrs Grimble. “Just climb.”

“No.” Jackson shook his head, he was becoming uncomfortable, attached to the wall as he was, by one hand and one foot, but he wanted answers. 

“Tell me how to move myself,” he demanded. “My hand and foot are stuck.”

“This one will be trouble,” she said to no-one in particular. “I suppose it’s to your credit that you’re inquisitive. All will be explained, but now is not the time. You merely have to adjust your position so that you remove the weight, do that and your hands and feet will release.”

Jackson tried it and found it to be true. He put his left hand on the wall, slightly higher and transferred all his weight on it. He lifted his right. It came away easily and he moved it higher and placed it against the wall again. Swinging, the hand held his weight. He tried the same with his feet. Now he had the method, he began to climb easily.

He reached the top, slightly out of breath. Muscles unused to such exercise ached as he straddled the bricks, sitting facing Jessamine. She was grinning, her teeth white and even.

Now that he had a chance, he inspected the gloves. He found that they had a fine web of hook-like bristles all over the palm. In one direction the surface felt silk-like and smooth, in the other, he could feel many barbs digging into his flesh. He reached down and felt the tip of his boot, it was the same.

“It’s the same principle as the arachnid,” Jessamine explained. “It mimics their feet, ’tis how they climb walls.”

Jackson was about to ask how she knew that; he felt swept up by events. His shoulders ached, his stomach felt like a heavy weight around his middle, there was so much that needed to be explained. Instead of asking, he simply gazed out over the city. It was a place that he had not seen once the orphanage door had shut behind him, six years before. Even though it was dark, moonlight and the lights of the city itself revealed a bustling metropolis. 

There seemed to be so much more of everything than he recalled, more lights in the houses, more factory and local chimneys belching smoke and sparks, more vehicles on the road. There were several sets of lights in the sky from flying machines. He could even see people, taking a late evening walk. If they had looked up, what would they have thought?

Before he could speak again, Jessamine shouted. “Come on, Jackson. Race you down.” 

She swung a long leg over the wall and descended rapidly. Jackson followed and by dropping the last six feet, managed to arrive on the ground at the same time as her. He landed on bended knees, puffing from the exertion. Jessamine seemed unbothered, breathing easily, her face was not even flushed. She went to her skirt and fixed it again around her waist. 

“You need to get yourself fit, Jackson,” remarked Langdon. Jackson was unable to reply as, hands on his knees, he forced air into his lungs.

“We’ll have to feed him up a little,” suggested Alyious. “And the training will harden him. Patching will see to that.” 

“We’ll begin in the morning,” Mrs Grimble said, “after fast-breaker. Now give me the gloves, Jackson.”

Reluctantly Jackson handed them over. “In case you had decided to take a little excursion before we have trained you,” she said, “let me explain. You will not go outside without our permission, or alone until you are trained and have made your oath. There are two reasons; you may be captured by our enemies, or you may decide that there is the chance for you to disappear. In either case, we would have to find you, silence you. We can scarce let you go and blab all our secrets, can we?”

She said it so seriously that Jackson realised his plan would not work without further study, he was freer than he had been but still entrapped.

“Come on then, Jackson.” Alyious put an arm about his shoulders and led him to the shadows, a door that opened onto some steps and into the kitchen pantry. “Let’s not spoil a good day with worrying about what might never be. We’d better get some sleep,” he suggested, “before the night-watch notices that you are not in your cot.”   

Despite the change in Alyious’s status, Jackson found it hard to adjust to the idea that he was now to be his friend. He was also slightly annoyed as he realised that he hadn’t noticed Jessamine’s departure. He had wanted to wish her goodnight. 

The two boys crept into the dormitory block and parted ways. Alyious was in a different part of the building to Jackson, for which he had once been grateful. Now it seemed like a barrier between them. 

“I will get you moved,” Alyious said. “All of us who work for Langdon are together, it simplifies matters.”

Jackson spent a sleepless night, he was part apprehensive about his new role, but at the same time excited to have a purpose. And surprised that someone had thought enough of him to offer him the chance. He clutched the boots to him, under the covers, in case they be taken. His last thought before sleep was of the curve of Jessamine’s legs in the tight trousers, the way her form changed shape as she moved.
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Next morning, he was stood in line for fast-breaker when he felt a tap on his shoulder. It was Skies, one of the wardens. He knew without looking; the other boys had whispered his name as he approached. He turned, ready to obey. Skies was a sadistic man, pinch-faced and small in stature. He was ever filled with the pleasure that certain folk took from the exercise of power, often choosing pupils for a job at mealtime, depriving them of food whilst they cleaned a blocked drain or performed some other task. Today, however, Skies was smiling, or at least snarling in a less threatening way. “Come with me,” he said and, grabbing his collar in one hand, he took Jackson to the head of the line. “In future, you’re to get here half an hour before everyone else,” he added.

“Yes, Mr Skies sir,” Jackson said.

“This ’un needs feeding up for a job; he’s one of Sir Mortimer’s merry band,” Skies announced to the servers and Jackson found his bowl replaced with a proper plate. Instead of the thin porridge and husk of old bread that was normal, he received fried eggs and rashers of porker, fresh buttered bread and a glass of milk. “And every meal from now on, Mrs Grimble’s orders,” Skies added. The server nodded. 

A few of the other children murmured angrily. “Why him, Mr Skies?” one asked.

Skies cuffed the nearest boy and grabbed his ear, pulling him away from the line, his bowl fell with a clatter. “Because,” he answered, “he’s got a job to do. So have you now, there’s a latrine that needs cleaning and it has your name on it.” To laughter, the boy was taken away. Skies grabbed another. “Clean that mess up,” he ordered, pointing at the spilled porridge.

Jackson ate his food quickly, half afraid that someone might take it from him. Such special treatment could mark him out as a target for retribution. The two who had missed breakfast would be after him, once they had finished the tasks set by Skies. As he wiped the plate with the last of his bread, Alyious was at his elbow.

“Good day, Jackson,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll not be bullying you today, nor will any other. We have business to attend to. If you’re replete, come with me.”

The two of them left the hall and went through a door that Jackson had never passed before. As far as he had known, it led to Mr Templestowe’s own quarters. 

“Is this not the way to Templestowe’s rooms?” Jackson asked. 

Alyious laughed. “Templestowe, you have no need to fear him. He is naught but a figurehead. Langdon is the real power here.”

Jackson followed on, eventually coming to a room where Jessamine was sat, along with several others. They passed a room where a few of the younger children were clustered in one corner. “The young ones who show a bit of promise, as you did,” explained Alyious. “The bulk of the children here are no more than a diversion for us to hide behind.”

He recognised some of the people sat looking at him, others he only knew of by name. There were Leopold, Mularky, Hortense, Winifred, Capricia, Vyner and Milburn. Like Alyious, the boys were never seen at the day’s work, the girls were kept away from any male contact.

The man Fairview was stood in front of a large green board. Another man, a soldier by his bearing, stood to one side. Fairview swiftly wrote three sentences on it with a chalk. Jackson could read well enough, ‘Know your enemy’ the first one said. ‘Trust no-one outside these walls’ the second. The last one was the most poignant, ‘Leave no friend behind you, we go and return together’ it said.

“Gentlemen, ladies.” Fairview had the ability to talk quietly yet command a room. “We welcome Jackson today; he will restore us to full complement, once he has been trained.”

There was a round of “Welcome, Jackson,” and “Good to see you,” from the others. Jessamine smiled and gestured that he sit next to her. What did he mean, full complement? He was about to ask Jessamine when Fairview rapped on the board.

“Then we begin,” said Fairview. He pointed to the board. “The others know this, Jackson, but for your benefit, these are the most important things about what we do.” 

“And what do we do?” asked Jackson. “I have heard many things but am none the wiser. You test inventions, I was told. It was hinted that I might go outside, but nothing more.” 

“Jackson, we are the watchers for Langdon, we see everything he needs to see in this city, yet we are not seen. And we perform tasks that aid in keeping Norlandia safe from its enemies.”

All the words were a puzzle to Jackson. What did it all mean? He was about to ask when Jessamine whispered in his ear, “Worry not, just listen. I will take care to see that you have all the skill you need when the time comes. ’Tis all about hiding and watching, maybe a little light pilfering or disruption. We need to have no knowledge of what we see, merely the ability to report it to those who do.”

“Thank you, Jessamine. Now, Jackson,” said Fairview, “those of us that are not working meet in this room every morning after fast-breaker. We are given our tasks for the day. Yours for today is to start to get yourself fit enough to be useful. Later, we will teach you what you need to know. Follow Sergeant Patching, he will see to it that you are toughened up and made ready.” 

“Come along then, Jackson,” said the man, marching off. Jackson followed as he went through a door and down a corridor. There were so many places in the orphanage that Jackson had never imagined existed, now they were in a room filled with strange objects. It looked like the chamber of tortures that he had read of, in one of the books from the library.

“We will get you fit,” said Patching, taking off his jacket to reveal a singlet, through which muscles bulged. “But first, let’s see what we are starting from. Take off your shirt.”

Jackson did so and Patching tutted in disappointment as he looked. He poked and prodded at Jackson with a short stick. “You have muscles,” he grudgingly admitted, “but they need some work. Get on the belt.” He pointed to one of the machines. Jackson walked over; it was little more than a strip of black material on a metal frame, with handholds at one end. 

“Climb on and hold the handles,” instructed Patching. When Jackson did, Patching started a clockwork at the side of the frame. Jackson felt his feet move behind him as the material moved. He grasped the handle more firmly and started to walk, gaining his balance. Patching increased the speed of the machine. Now Jackson understood why it was called a belt, it must be endless, like the belts that drove machinery. Except that this one was driven by a clockwork. He walked faster, breaking into a trot, then a run. 

He started to pant, his chest heaving at the unexpected exertion. Patching left him and went to the other side of the room. Jackson reached over with one hand; he could not quite touch the switch. He tried to bend down but the distraction made him stumble and he lost his balance. The belt deposited him on the floor in an untidy, breathless heap. Patching returned. “Lost your footing eh?” he inquired, holding out his hand.

“I was trying to make it go slower,” gasped Jackson. He took the hand and felt the power in Patching’s arm as he was hauled upright. 

The soldier grinned. “It’s situated there, just out of reach, so that you cannot,” he said with a laugh. “Now, how is your breathing?”

Jackson gulped air. “Better,” he said. 

Patching nodded. “Good. Fitness is about recovery, not exertion. You are sound, you just need building up a little. The extra rations will help. You will spend some of your own time here every day. I believe the rest of your group come down after supper. One of them will turn the belt on and off for you.” 

He showed Jackson the other devices; each was designed to exercise a different part of his body, the arms, shoulders, stomach and legs. Jackson tried them all. By the time he was familiar with them they had made him ache all over. He was glad of the extra food he had eaten at fast-breaker, even on a normal day the rations barely sustained him to luncheon.

“Now,” said Patching, “we need to see how you can fight.” He stood relaxed. “Attack me,” he said. “Try and hurt me, in any way you wish.”

Jackson was not a violent boy; he had no real idea of how to respond. Patching waited for a moment, then he leant forward with deceptive speed and slapped Jackson’s face. “Come on,” he shouted, “hit me.” Jackson balled his fist and swung at Patching’s face. The man rocked back, avoiding the blow easily. Before Jackson knew it, Patching had returned it with one of his own. Once again Jackson found himself on the floor. “Try again,” he suggested, helping him to his feet.

Three more times Jackson attempted to strike his opponent, with fists and a kick from his new boots, each time his blow was easily avoided and he was returned to the floor. He had the impression that Patching was holding power in reserve, the blows he received were enough to unbalance him but not too much as to render him incapable. Jackson was growing angry with his failure to land a blow, but determined to carry on trying, the last thing he wanted was a return to his old life.

Once more, Patching held out his arm. “Again,” he said wearily, as if he was tiring of this one-sided contest.

As he rose, Jackson had an idea, something he had seen one of the boys do. He held on to Patching’s hand and used the momentum it gave him to his advantage. As his legs straightened, he pulled Patching toward him, ducked his head and butted the soldier’s face as he moved forward, hitting him on his nose. There was a crunch and the soldier reeled back, blood pouring from his nostrils.

“Very good, Jackson,” he mumbled. “I wasn’t expecting that one.”

There was the sound of hand-clapping from the door. Jackson turned to see Langdon standing in the entrance. He suddenly felt guilty; how long had he been watching? Would he be in trouble? “He told me to attack him, sir,” he blurted. 

Langdon stopped clapping. “I’m sure he did,” he said. The words were warm but again, there was no emotion on the face. “You’re getting old, Philias, or were you just over-confident?”

“He’s a revelation, sir,” Patching replied, his words distorted by the fact that he was gripping his nose to try and stop the blood. “He might not be strong yet, but he’s game enough and can clearly think on his feet. I’d never have thought of doing that.”

“Get yourself attended to, Mr Patching,” said Langdon. “I wish to converse with Jackson for a moment.” Langdon sat on one of the benches, up against a lattice of bars that covered one wall, Jackson took a seat on a green mat, facing him. He avoided the blood on the floor, sat cross-legged and leaned forward.

“What can I do, sir?” he asked.

“Do not worry, Jackson, your situation hasn’t changed. I just need to know a bit more. Mrs Grimble has vouched for your character, I need more practical information.”

“Whatever you wish,” Jackson replied.

“Where did you live before you came here?” 

“In Cobblebottom, sir,” Jackson replied. “It’s—”

“I know where it is,” interrupted Langdon, in a voice that suggested the knowledge was sufficient. “And when did you see it last?”

“It must be six years, sir, since I was outside these walls.” 

Jackson remembered Cobblebottom very well; he could understand Langdon’s meaning, it was not the sort of place for one like him to visit. If he did so after dark, he might not return. Even the Watch operated in pairs in Cobblebottom.

Langdon thought for a moment. “There has been much change in the world in six months, let alone six years. Very well, I expected as much. In addition to your training, we will have to get you familiar with the town as it is now, a few visits might be in order.” 

Jackson cheered up a little at that, this new game might yet provide the means of escape. “Now to your parents,” continued Langdon. “Where did they work?”

“At the Prosthesium Company works,” replied Jackson. “But they are both dead.”

“I know,” said Langdon, “and I’m sorry. Do you know the details?”

Jackson gulped; the memory was raw and undimmed by the years: his happiness as he arrived at the factory gate as usual and the sad face of the overseer. The looks of the factory girls had told him all he needed to know.

“I do, I used to go into the factory, the floor manager welcomed me at luncheon and after my lessons; he would let me sit with them as they worked. My mother was in charge of a moulding machine and my father inspected the quality of the pieces that she and her workmates made. One day the great drive shaft, spinning in the ceiling and driving all the machines in the room...” he paused, close to tears and Langdon waited for him to continue. 

“Well, sir,” Jackson continued, “it broke loose and with all the spinning leather drive belts cut through the room like a knife through butter. Every soul in the room, more than thirty people, were killed as it flailed about. The factory floor was destroyed, all the machinery wrecked. When everything was finally still and rescuers entered the place, it was impossible to tell what was man and what was mechanical, they were so mangled and entwined.” 

Telling the tale again had reduced Jackson to sobs, Langdon had listened without sympathy on his face, he made no move to comfort the boy. He knew that no sign of emotion was permissible in the times that lay ahead. Inside, he was relieved. His information had been correct, this was the boy he needed. He had his confirmation in what the boy had said; he possessed the lever to control Jackson, it was just a case of pulling it at the right moment. 

“Again, I’m sorry, Jackson,” he said, rising to his feet. “Get yourself back to the classroom; there is much that you have to learn and little time to learn it.”

When Jackson arrived back in the classroom, they had already broken for luncheon. There was a platter of bread, cheese and fresh tomatoes, the first of the red fruits that Jackson had seen in a long while. There were mugs of tea, with sweetened milk and lump sugar. And there was enough for everyone, with no need to fight for your share. Jackson was ravenous from his exertions and he filled one of the plates and ate quickly, sitting alone. He noted that several of this morning’s attendees were absent, only Vyner, Jessamine and Capricia remained. They were huddled in a corner in deep discussion. They seemed so close a group, and he an interloper, he felt unable to join in. 

Then he was noticed, by Vyner. “Come on over and join us, Jackson,” he shouted. “We are all one now, and we want to hear how you bested Philias.” The group stood and moved chairs. Jackson went over and soon they were talking and laughing together as Jackson told of his morning in the exercise room, or Gymnazien as they referred to it. 

They laughed as he described how he had fallen from the belt, nodded approvingly at his tale of breaking Philias' nose. “I have never got near his face with a blow,” confided Vyner, “a tap on the shoulder occasionally.” 

“Nor I,” added Jessamine. If Jackson was surprised to find that the women also trained in fighting, he had the sense not to say anything. 

“I just got lucky,” he mumbled, around a mouthful of cheese.

“I think you will be a wonderful addition to our group,” gushed Capricia in a trilling voice that reminded Jackson of a small equine, lost and searching for its mother. “Enoch was boring... oh.” She stopped talking as the realisation of her words silenced her. 

“Enoch is in dire straits,” said Vyner in a voice that told of his guilt. 

“Oh Vyner,” Capricia said, “I didn’t mean... you did your best.” She flapped her hands as she spoke.

Jackson knew of a boy called Enoch; before he could ask about his connection to the group, Fairview returned and lessons resumed. Fairview made a joke about Patching being unable to poke his nose into everyone else’s business, then sent Jackson back to him. Patching was sitting in the Gymnazien with black bruises on his face. The blood on the floor had been cleaned away; the room now smelt more of soap than sweat.

He stood and walked towards Jackson, who flinched. Then he saw that Patching was grinning and he relaxed. “Well done, Jackson,” the soldier said, clasping him by the hand. “You won’t catch me out like that again, I hope. Now let us progress; I will show you some methods for street-fighting, no rules and no quarter.”  

The afternoon was spent improvising defence against weapons; a book was used against a knife, a table made a shield. Then they turned to attack. Patching showed how even the most innocent of items, such as the wire from a speaker, could be turned into a strangler’s rope and how many other innocuous objects could be made lethal. “Always do what they will not expect,” he was told. “When they think you should step back, step forward. View everything in sight and measure its potential. Watch your opponent’s eyes; they never fail to give away the intended stroke.”

They sparred for most of the afternoon, then Patching sent him away. “You should go and rest, do some book-learning, allow your muscles to recover. We will start again after fast-breaker.”

On his return to the classroom, Jackson found that Alyious had returned and the others were absent. “They have gone to change for supper,” he said. “I have this report to write on my day’s work, for Langdon.”

Jackson saw the pile of papers, covered with scrawling lines of handwriting. Alyious looked up. “You weren’t expecting this eh?” he said. “Nobody does. ’Tis bad enough to go and do what we have to, then we must return and write it all down. Where we went, what we did, who we saw, what they said and did. Goodness knows what becomes of it all.”

“I can’t do all that,” Jackson said. “Do you have to write it all out by hand, could you
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