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Preface

 

 

Galvanic Century isn't a typical Victorian Steampunk series. While Queen Victoria is still alive and Prince Edward still, well, a Prince, in 1910 the era is better termed 'Edwardian', at least from our perspective. The technology focuses less on steamtech and more on other forms of early 20th century science -- galvanic energy, N-Rays, difference engines. Aside from the pseudoscience there aren't any "magic" or "supernatural" element to the series. That was an early design decision, and I'm pleased with where that limitation has lead my creative process.

The genesis for And They Called Her Spider was a piece of digital art created by artist Pol Subanajouy. He generously agreed to allow me to use it as cover art. It inspired the character of the Spider, and from that aesthetic I created a steampunk London. I hadn't initially intended to write a series, but reader response was strong, asking for more from the characters. I focused on the detectives Alton Barlteby and James Wainwright at first, building a steampunk London around them, but it wasn't until I started on Aldora Fiske's Chronicles of a Gentlewoman series that the rest of the world fleshed itself out.

Aldora Fiske was initially slated for debut in Maiden Voyage of the Rio Grande, but cutting those scenes out and introducing her in On the Trail of the Scissorman tightened things up quite a bit. I'd originally planned four volumes for her stories, but as each novelette grew longer than the last I realized that A Gentlewoman's Chronicles had far exceeded The Collected Bartleby and James Adventures in length. Add that to the fact that the fans were clamoring for novels, and what could I do? 

In 2013 I wrote March of the Cogsmen and Dreams of the Damned, both novellas longer than any of the previous works, and the last Galvanic Century short works. This second edition Steampunk Omnibus is the last major revision with their inclusion, and contains all of the earlier, shorter work written in the series. I hope you enjoy it.

 

Michael Coorlim (2014)

THE COLLECTED BARTLEBY AND JAMES ADVENTURES

That Damnable Bartleby

 

When Alton Bartleby barged into my workshop to inform me that we were to embark upon a career as private detectives, I was neither concerned nor interested. The man has the sort of intellect that is constantly flitting from one interest to the next, a hummingbird supping on hobby and fad, just as quick to speed off to the next bright flower to catch his eye. 

His sudden interest in investigation and private law enforcement was no doubt a result of the bee-keeping symposium he'd dragged me to the week earlier, an earlier interest that had flared and faded with the suddenness of a summer storm. The keynote speaker had been the old man Holmes, retired from public life these five years.

His speech had been on the culture of Bees, a subject I found to be of passable interest compared to most of what grabbed Bartleby's fancy. As Holmes spoke, I could envision them, cogs in an intricate biological machine of fascinating complexity and fractal in their scope. The remnants of the few entomology classes I'd attended at the Royal Academy of Artificers and Engineers bubbled to the surface of my mind, along with the coalescing of a grand beehive-driven analytical matrix.

Of course, Bartleby kept interrupting the man with seemingly innocuous questions intended to guide the conversation away from insectile behaviourism and towards irrelevancies like classical logic and abductive reasoning, irritating our host and disrupting my concentration. I can only lament the world's loss of it's potential honey and wax computation device; once a scrap of brilliance slips my mind, it's gone forever. So died the Hymenoptera Engine.

Holmes, of course, was deeply annoyed. Bartleby may be a social savant whose deft control of the flow of conversation slides past most men, but Holmes is a true genius, and was able to intuit exactly what Alton was doing. He refused to speak with us after the event, and indeed hastened away to the confusion of the symposium's overseers.

I did not enlighten them.

Instead I returned to London alone, while Bartleby insisted upon pursuing the Great Detective to Sussex Downs. I have no doubt that Holmes can be a stubborn man, but Bartleby is persistent and persuasive. What transpired is a matter for conjecture, but for my part I was pleased to have the peace of days while Alton was otherwise occupied.

Until, of course, he returned.

 

***

 

"Good news, James," he said. "We are to be detectives."

I looked up from my workstation, the jeweller's loupe in my eye distorting his otherwise handsome face. "I've no desire to be a detective."

"That's unfortunate," Bartleby said. "For it's what we're to be."

I thumbed the ridged edge of the headpiece I was wearing, switching out the jeweller's loupe for a pale turquoise quartz lens and turned back to the gears on my workstation. "I've little time for your games as it is. And would much appreciate you knocking in the future."

"Little time?" Bartleby stepped back outside my workshop and knocked on its corrugated tin exterior. "Busy repairing broken watches for the idle rich?"

"Improving them," I said. "Some of us have to work for a living. And no. Your watch isn't ready yet."

"What about that engine you'd been going on about?" he asked.

I looked up at him. "The Hymenoptera Engine?"

"No, not the one with the bees, and I've already apologised for that. The galvanic one."

"Oh." I went back to my watches. "That one."

"Yes. That one." He leaned back against my workshop's wall. It wobbled. He straightened. "The one I gave you quite a large sum of money to develop?"

I didn't look up. "It's over there, on the shelf."

He followed my gesture. "Over here? This one?"

"Is it glowing?"

"No."

"Thump it."

There was a thump. "It's glowing now."

"That's the one. 

"Why's it glowing?"

"Conversion of kinetic to galvanic energy."

"That wasn't... is it supposed to be doing that?"

I looked up again. Bartleby was eyeing the Galvanic Converter with some distrust. Unusually wise on his part. "Sometimes development takes odd tangents."

"Is it... will people pay money for it?"

"I imagine so. You can take it to the patent office, I'm done with it."

He tucked the device under his arm. "James, you need to take more of an interest in the business of these things."

"I thought that that was why I'd partnered with you."

"Yes, but you shouldn't trust me."

"I don't. Not with unimportant business." I took the ocular array off of my head. "Like money or patents."

Bartleby shook his head. "Look, can you invent... detective things?"

I raised an eyebrow. "Like what?"

"I don't know, you're the engineer."

"I suppose." I didn't see any reason why not. I hadn't studied forensics per se, but it wouldn't take too long to study the available materials and come up with plans to improve upon them. 

"Excellent. I've been out trying to line up some cases for us, so expect movers to be along to collect your things shortly."

"What?" I turned.

"Well, you can't expect to run a detective agency out of Spitalfields?" Bartleby chuffed. "We'd never have any clients."

"I can't just pack up and move because you've got the urge to play detective."

"This isn't a game, James." He had his serious face on. "This is... it's destiny. I've been at a loose end since, well, since returning to London. Playing the fop. Dandying about society."

"You quite enjoy dandying about, and don't you bother denying it."

"It's killing time, James. Like these watches. You don't care about them, just as you don't care about the inventions I've been financing after you've puzzled them out. What you need, what we both need, is a real challenge. A real puzzle."

"That's what you think, is it?"

He stepped close, clasping a hand on my shoulder. "It's what I know, James. And I need you with me on this. I need a partner."

I felt a strange flare of mixed animosity and resignation. He was right, of course. Wasting my hours away in an east-end workshop fixing junked timepieces was a waste of my time, a waste of my life. I didn't know if detective work would be any more fulfilling, but it was bound to be more challenging. And the idea of moving my workshop to somewhere less prone to random street violence was appealing; I was tired of hurting the locals, but I just didn't think they were getting the message that my capacity for mayhem was greater than the value of the copper wire I possessed.

"Fine," I said. "But when we're settled, you'll respect the sanctity of my workshop. You don't barge in without my leave."

"Of course!" he said, raising his hands. "Your space is your own."

And They Called Her Spider

 

"She moves, at times, with the fluid grace particular to acrobats and dancers, and at others her motions are sudden and jerky, feral and darting. A birdlike tilt of the head, an abrupt twist of the spine; that's all the warning given before she changes, transforming from entertainer to killer, from elegant to lethal. My pet theory is that when she becomes the perfect assassin she gains a new awareness of time and kinetics, her movements so graceful and quick that the human mind can only process them in sudden still images, like the frames of a zoetrope. Mere words can barely suffice to convey the purity of her motion. I have to think of her in alchemical terms. She's quicksilver."

Bartleby strode the perimeter of my workshop as he spoke, quartz knob on the end of his walking stick clacking a steady metronome beat against brass fittings set into the walls. He did it to irritate me, of that I'm sure; both the tapping and the purple-prose drenched answer to the simple question I'd put to him.

"That's all well and good. But who is she?" I asked.

He turned away, cane rattling along the baluster of the staircase leading up to the rest of our townhouse. "I swear, James, if you'd spend less time down here and more at the club with me, you'd know what was going on in London. The social season doesn't last forever, you know, and people find you odd enough as it is."

"I've little regard for the opinions of toffs or the clubs they inhabit."

"But they're so useful, James!"

"Then save your patter for the swells. Just tell me who this 'Spider' woman is."

"Nobody knows, and that's the thrill of it. She comes out of nowhere, a flash of red and black fabric, powdered white face, the tinkling of bells, drawing near in that sinuous way she has, mesmerising and captivating even those with the presence of mind to recognise her as a threat. What else is one to do but watch when presented with a beautiful spectre of death? When I saw her, at first it was the sheer oddness of the sight that stayed my hand: a small girl, slender of frame and fine of feature, dressed as a jester. She entered the airship impossibly, through a port window a thousand feet up--"

"A thousand? Airships cruise at four or five-hundred, maximum."

"--a thousand feet up, to dance and pirouette through the crowd with precision and aplomb, and then someone was dead."

"So what you're saying is that this woman killed someone while you stood and stared, slack jawed?" 

I hefted a long slender blade, a weapon purported to belong to the assassin herself. It -- along with the rest of the artifacts littering my workbench -- made up the sum product of Scotland Yard's investigations thus far. With the Queen's Platinum Jubilee but days away, they'd resorted to commissioning our services as consulting detectives. There were older agencies, larger ones, and many with a better reputation, but in the short year since we'd begun this detective business Bartleby and I had accrued some small name for handling the more outlandish and sensitive matters.

"That's not what I'm saying at all," Bartleby stopped, settling into a relaxed stance. "She danced, and then the American industrialist sponsoring the gallery flight was dead. I was watching... we were all watching her, but she barely approached the man. She went from her smooth acrobatic dancing to a jerkier sort of movement. She... I swear... seemed to flicker for a moment, and her target collapsed."

"You didn't actually see her cut him."

"Nobody did. Just like her prior victim and the ones before that. When we landed the airfield physician gave the same diagnosis -- poor bastard had been neatly eviscerated."

I later learnt that it had been the cleanliness of her cuts that had given cause to the broadsheet's efforts to link her to the Ripper, one even going so far as to label her "Jack's Daughter" before some other publication started calling her "The Spider." Lord only knew why that name stuck when the half-dozen others put forth fell by the wayside.

 "I'm honestly just grateful for the opportunity to have seen her in the flesh," Bartleby said.  He ran his delicate hands over the rest of the evidence the Met had given us: shattered glass, scraps of fabric, a smear of greasepaint from a curtain she'd brushed against. While ignorant eyes might have seen nothing but bored fiddling in his actions, I knew Alton Bartleby well enough to know that his mind was working, collating the data it perceived, categorising it and making inexorable progress towards an inevitable solution. His method was as singular as the Old Man's but sprang from a different genesis.

Bartleby was a true savant, and while the Great Detective had always made his deductions look easy and natural, in my partner's case they truly were. Building conclusions from disparate scraps of data was easy for him as deciding what to have for lunch would be for you and me. 

Deciding what to have for lunch -- now that he found challenging.

"And if enchantment she wove, then the death she delivered was the key to breaking it. Not that it mattered. In the chaos that followed she escaped, somersaulting through the doors from gallery to galley, and from there? God only knows. Back out the window, perhaps; gone before a single hand could be raised against her."

For months, the Spider had been the terror and scourge of London, an assassin without equal, a perfect murderess against whom no precaution was adequate. None could speculate at what hand it was that moved her across the board, and she seemed to strike out without prejudice against all targets, her daggers finding ready homes in the innards of Anglican bishops, Turkish ambassadors, union agitators, French statesmen, Royal Academy lecturers, and visiting American plutocrats alike. The only thread weaving together her web of victims was the exemplary security with which they protected themselves; her partners in this danse macabre were the men no other killer could reach.

"You're fond of her enough," I said.

"She's news. She's scandal. She's morbid entertainment for peerage and hoi polloi alike, a penny dreadful come to wicked life. I'm honestly surprised that you haven't heard of her before now, James."

"You know how it is," I replied. "When I'm working the rest of the world fades into an annoying niggle which I can safely ignore."

"That hardly sounds healthy."

"The isolation helps me think." 

Truth be told, while I don't care for most people I didn't even like Bartleby descending into my workshop. He felt wrong there, out of place, a grain of sand in my oyster; company in my working place was always an intrusion. He knew how I felt, and most of the time respected that, sending down meals in the dumbwaiter, or calling from the top of the stairs if matters were important. This was perhaps the third time he'd been down in my workshop since I'd moved from Spitalfields. It probably wasn't quite fair, considering that his wealth had paid for it.

In the social regard Bartleby was my opposite. While I preferred the isolation of what he had playfully but accurately termed my "lair," he was a social animal, flitting about the London scene like a butterfly, supping at the nectars high society had to offer.  A gentleman forever on the cusp of the latest fashions and trends, of means, with an addictive personality and too much free time, he had fallen in love with the idea of the Spider from the moment he first saw her lithograph. 

In short order she had become his obsession. He eagerly purchased any publication that so much as hinted her, dined and interrogated any that claimed to have witnessed her murderous performances, and had waxed melancholic at his own ill-fortune in not having seen her himself, until that fateful airship voyage. His morbid interest did not go unnoticed, and the expertise my dilettante partner had acquired lead directly to the Home Office calling on us.

Bartleby was in heaven. Even to those with connections as influential as his, the evidence lockers at Scotland Yard were off-limits, and the crumbs available at auction were only those artifacts that the Met didn't feel were relevant to their investigation. As proud of it as he was, Bartleby's collection of Spider memorabilia had been somewhat on the paltry side, things of value and interest only to the morbidly obsessed... but creative sorts live and thrive on just that sort of obsession. 

A fact I understood all too well, so I refrained from needling Bartleby about it. 

Too much.

The evidence the police had transported to us, on the other hand, held treasures that Bartleby could have only dreamed of. Recovered murder weapons. Shards of glass from her more explosive entrances, mixed in with possible fibres from her costume. A bit of lipstick scavenged from the cheek of a victim she'd pecked while driving a dagger into his sternum. All of it tagged, logged, labelled, and displayed, laid out in my workshop.

Bartleby abruptly rose and began to ascend the steps, seemingly having lost interest in the artifacts. I turned from the table to watch him go, befuddled at his abrupt change in demeanour before realising that he'd come to some sudden conclusion about the case. 

"Lunch then?" he asked.

"Any conclusions?" I asked.

He ignored my question until we were in the entrance hall at the top of the stairs. I'd insisted upon my workshop entirely cut off from the rest of the basement, the kitchen and the servants quarters. It wasn't that I didn't like or trust them -- I came from a working class upbringing myself. While I find our servants less tiresome than Bartleby's peers, I do not much care for any company when I'm working, and Bartleby calls such fraternisation with those he deems my lesser unseemly. 

"I've concluded that I'm in the mood for a light fruit compote for lunch," Bartleby said. "What shall I have Mrs Hoddie fix you?"

"Bread with drippings," I said. "No, Bartleby, conclusions about the Spider. You've worked something out?"

"What I cannot work out is your taste for bread soaked in last night's dinner. I'm rather well off, you know. You needn't eat like an east end factory worker."

"It was how I was raised," I said. 

I have little patience for small talk. It isn't my way. I had grown up in a working class family, raised by a father with little tolerance for idleness or affection for his children, and I preferred conversation be short and to the point. Bartleby knew this, of course, and his continued deflections were his attempt to rile my temper for his own amusement. I would not give him the satisfaction.

Still, I had to wait with growing impatience and discomfort while the cook prepared Bartleby's compote, and again while he took his goodly time nibbling at it. It was a good ten minutes of idle chatter concerning matters of little interest until he placed his napkin to the side of his plate and abandoned the facade of disinterest that he wore so very well.

"I say, do you know what I fancy, James?"

"You fancy any number of terrible things." Out with it, already.

"I fancy some entertainment. Do you care to take in a show?"

"Is this related to the case we've taken or have you just gotten distracted again?"

He ignored my hostility. "Perhaps an Italian opera. Something jocular. Some sort of dramma giocoso -- yes. How about Il filosofo di campagna?"

"On with it, Bartleby."

"Oh, I think you'll like it. It's no opera buffo, but your working-class sensibilities will enjoy the intermezzi at the very least."

I glared at him while the housemaid cleared our dishes away, but he seemed impervious to my sincere desire to throttle him with my mind. 

 

***

 

I am not a fan of opera, nor any passive entertainment, really. It isn't so much that I am incapable of grasping them as Bartleby has on occasion implied, but when I'm not working (and, as Bartleby will tell anyone shortly after meeting them, I am almost always working) I prefer a good earthy carouse to sitting in some stuffy theatre, watching painted men prance around like women, and listening to songs I cannot begin to understand the lyrics to. I like things simple. I like things precise. Efficient. Art is none of those things, and I daresay I'll never understand it. 

Still, through my association with my partner I am not entirely ignorant of the venues the city offers to patrons of the arts, and I was thus surprised when Bartleby didn't lead me to the Royal Opera House. He didn't lead the way to the recently opened London Coliseum, or Sadler's. He instead traveled down a maze of side-streets and walkways, past pawn shops and brothels, almost beyond the outskirts of the city to what looked like a ramshackle warehouse worn by years of neglect.

"This can't be right," I said.

Bartleby simply smirked, gesturing towards a hand painted sign declaring that yes, Il filosofo di campagna was to be performed that evening, and swept through the front doors. The interior was in scarcely better condition than the exterior, dark curtains placed over cracks and gaps in the walls, paint and graffiti splattered over the plywood that seemed to be holding everything together. A small crowd of what I presumed were actors and crew hustled about, completing whatever construction they hoped would make the place suitable.

"It looks as though they're still building the theatre," I said.

"They are," Bartleby said. "You laugh, but I'm quite serious. This is an unlicensed troupe -- they stay on the move, performing at a new, temporary venue every other night to avoid the scrutiny of the police."

"What's their company name?"

"They don't have one."

"I had no idea that such a thing existed." 

"Oh, yes. Underground artistic endeavours are always the rage, don't you know? Of course, much of what they perform might be labelled as subversive by the small of mind or quick to judge. Plays about Fawkes, female performers, abolitionist manifestos, that sort of thing."

I chuckled. "You've got me associating with agitators and anarchists now? What's next, Luddites?"

"Oh, only the most talented, I assure you."

He made his way across the floor towards a young woman dressed in men's clothing, applying makeup to a young man dressed in women's clothing. Theatre people.

"Lilly, can you spare a moment?"

"Oh." The woman didn't look away from the eye shadow she was applying. "Hello, Bartleby." 

The young man she was making up was dressed as something naggingly familiar -- possibly some popular literary figure I wasn't fully remembering.

"I've got something I'd like you to take a look at," Bartleby said.

"If it's your John Thomas again I'm not interested."

Knowing my partner, I honestly wasn't shocked. And that disturbed me. 

Bartleby handed over a swab containing a bit of what I recognised as the greasepaint the police's evidence had provided us with. The girl took a quick glance at it, then grunted and slipped a wig onto her actor. 

With a cold shock I realised that she'd been making him up to look like Queen Victoria.

"Bartleby--" I hissed, gesturing at the man-woman.

"Yes? Oh. They're doing some show for the Jubilee."

"Sail'n along the parade route the night before," the actor playing the Queen said. "The band will be play'n, and I'll be wav'n."

The girl had pulled out a jeweller's loupe to examine the swab that Bartleby had given her. "It's got bits of mica in the oil. See that slight sparkle? Definitely flashier than a base you'd use as a foundation.  And look at how bright the white is -- any of my actors in this would be a huge distraction."

"Just as I had thought," Bartleby said. "Thank you for the confirmation. Do you know who makes it?"

She shook her head. "Nothing commonly available. I used to work with a stage magician who'd use something like this on his assistants. You should have seen the way they sparkled under the house lights."

"A stage magician! How perfectly splendid. You wouldn't happen to know where I could find him, perchance?"

 

***

 

Bartleby had once admitted to me a flirtation with opiates in his naval days. He seems the type, at first blush, to be drawn into the languid purgatory of opium addiction, but as any sensible man knows first impressions can be deceiving. It isn't pleasure that my partner is addicted to, but experience. The new and the novel, the strange and sublime. He confided in me that he knew almost immediately that he could not persist with his opium experimentation -- if he had, he wouldn't have wanted anything else, and to a man like Bartleby such artificial contentment is the world's greatest prison.

Each opium den we visited in our search for the magician D'Agostino was more wretched and pathetic than the last. Old men and young, the poor and affluent of all races and nationalities lay insensate and uncaring, heedless of the amazements of this age of wonder we live in. I often wonder what it could be that makes the simple experience of living life so unpalatable to so many, that they'd rather lose themselves in such a numb escapism. The attendants of the dens, while initially taciturn and tight-lipped, were all too eager to help once Bartleby had given them a few coins.

The stage magician looked like many of the other addicts, an older man in faded clothes, leaning against a wall, slack jawed with vacant eyes, cracked lips loosely held a pipe trailing thin wisps of smoke into the air. He was utterly unresponsive to Bartleby's initial attempts to rally his attention, and didn't so much as glance our way until I gave him a good hard shake.

"D'Agostino?" The waste and excess had put me into a foul mood. "You! Are you the magician D'Agostino?"

He muttered something that I didn't quite catch.

"What?"

"Illusionist!" His weak arms tried to push me away as he slumped to the side. "Prestidigitator! Never magician."

Pity and revulsion warred within me, pity winning by the narrowest of margins. We weren't going to be getting any useful information out of the wretch in this state. I stood, still holding him, lifting the slack form of the illusionist to dangle by the waistband of his trousers.

Bartleby turned to the den's attendant with an embarrassed chuckle. "We'll... uh, we'll be taking him home with us."

 

***

 

Recovering from opiate addiction is a slow and painful ordeal. The body grows dependent on the drug to function, and when deprived it reacts like a spoilt child throwing a fit. The detoxification process naturally takes up to a week, and we did not have the luxury of time on our side. Fortunately, after hearing about Bartleby's experimentation with the drug, I resolved that if he ever should succumb I should help him recover -- and to that end I had built a detoxification apparatus.

"I really don't think that this is entirely necessary." If I didn't know better I'd have said that Bartleby actually sounded concerned about the old addict. "We can simply sober him up and question him later."

"Nonsense," I said. "Look at this poor wreck of man. We would be remiss in our social obligations if we didn't do all in our power to cure him of the drug's grip." 

Besides, I hadn't been able to test the Detoxification Apparatus, and if there's one thing an engineer understands, it's how to take advantage of the opportunities that providence affords. 

"Help me strap him in."

The Apparatus took the form of a sturdy wooden chair reinforced with tin plates, having manacles and ankle cuffs built into its arms and front legs. A brass casing had been built into the back, holding an array of syringes set into a clockwork gatling cycle, along with a pair of small phonographs reading from the same wax cylinder mounted at the base. D'Agostino looked barely cognisant of where he was, and didn't react when I snapped the supportive brace around his neck.

"Is that really necessary?"

"Oh absolutely. We don't want him thrashing around and injuring himself or dislodging the needles." While I may not like it when others watch me work, I do so enjoy explaining the operation of my inventions to an audience.

"Thrashing?"

"There will be a significant amount of thrashing, Bartleby. The Apparatus is going to syphon out, filter, and recycle his blood and spinal fluids. I imagine that it is going to be quite unpleasant. I'm going to numb his brain's pain receptors, but that's still a goodly amount of needles."

"That sounds absolutely horrid."

"Oh my yes." I began winding the crank that would regulate the needles' movement. "But I'm no monster, Bartleby. See the twin phonograph horns? I should say some Strauss will help keep our 'illusionist' calm during the procedure."

I stood, clapping the dust off of my hands and we left my workshop up the stairs to the ground floor. Down below we could hear the first strains of The Blue Danube beginning.

 

***

 

D'Agostino was alert and awake when we returned in twelve hours to unstrapped him, cleaned him up, and gave him a nice hot bowl of pea soup. 

"You monsters!" he said by way of thanks for the new chance at an honest man's life I'd provided him with. "You lashed me down and left me for hours in that infernal torture device!"

"So you would characterise the experience as entirely unpleasant?" I frowned in disappointment. I had really expected that the music would have alleviated the stress of going through a week's detoxification in less than a day. Perhaps if I developed a system to automatically switch cylinders when one song ended? "Yes, I imagine that nine hours of any one song could grow tedious."

"Unpleasant? You tortured me. I'll have the Met on you! They'll have you swing in Newgate!"

"They tore Newgate down," Bartleby informed the magician. "But if it is any consolation, you needn't go far to report us. We're currently consulting for Scotland Yard."

D'Agostino grew very silent and still as he let that sink in. "Oh. I... I see."

"Yes, so you'd better tell us what we want to know--"

Bartleby was quick to cut me off. "Mr. D'Agostino, we're working on a very important case for the Home Office, and we believe that you might be able to assist us in an informative capacity. The matter relates directly to the upcoming Platinum Jubilee. You do love your Queen, don't you?"

"I love the Queen." His response was quick and almost automatic, in the way that many had adopted since the turn of the century.

"Then you'll help us, won't you? Help us help Her Majesty?" Bartleby asked.

He nodded with hesitation, not making eye contact with either of us.

Bartleby slid the swatch of greasepaint across the table towards the illusionist. "This substance is related to a person of interest we're investigating, and we understand you used to use a similar foundation in your stage shows?"

He examined it carefully, tilting the swath so that the mica glittered in the dim lights of my workroom. "Oh, something similar, yes. For misdirection's sake -- the more eye-catching my lovely assistants, the less focused the audience was on what my hands were up to."

"And that lack of scrutiny made performing your tricks easier?" I asked.

"They were no mere tricks," he said. "I performed illusions."

"Why did you stop?"

"The winds shifted. Audiences dwindled. I couldn't keep up anymore -- the illusions the younger generation could perform with the wonders of modern technology far outshone my repertoire -- and I was too old and set in my ways to adapt."

"Did you make the paint yourself?" Bartleby asked.

"Me? No. Such alchemy is beyond my purview, I'm afraid. I special ordered it from an apothecary down in Southwark."

"Do you remember the address?"

"No, not off of the top of my head -- this was years ago." D'Agostino shook his head. "I do remember that he operated out of an old church -- it shouldn't be terribly hard to find."

 

***

 

The church the magician had spoken of was in similar condition to the rest of Southwark -- old, run down, largely abandoned, and bearing the legacies of multiple fires. Though in heavy disrepair, its structural integrity appeared to have suffered the ravages of time admirably, its steeple bowed and slanted but unbroken, most of the windows in its facade unbroken. A brass placard set next to the chapel doors bore the name "Henry Dobbson, R.G.E.A."

"He's Guild, then?" Bartleby asked. 

I grunted in reply. It wasn't exceedingly difficult to proclaim yourself a member of the Royal Guild of Engineers and Artificers, and many second-rate machinists had done so without hesitation. It diffused the actual credit owed those of us who had actually completed the Academy's rigorous curriculum. There was no real enforcement because no true Guild member had the patience for administrative busywork, and the banking firm we contracted to handle mundane matters for us sold RGEA associate memberships to any dilettante who could afford the hobby and pass a correspondence course.

Bartleby gave the door a quick rap. After a few moments it was opened by an older gentleman, stooped with age. 

I immediately revised my opinion of him. His hands, gnarled and callous, were stained with ink and dye. Heavy concentrations of grease had collected under his fingernails, and his glasses were smudged with soot and steam. Distaste and annoyance showed on his face at having to greet potential customers or clients, and his leather apron stank of sulphur and lye. This, gentle readers, was an engineer.

"Mr. Dobbson?" Bartleby asked, covering his nose with his kerchief against the sulfuric odor. 

"Did you make greasepaint with mica for the stage magician D'Agostino?" I asked, quick and to the point, before Bartleby started with the small talk. He was my people. I could speak to him.

"What? Yes. I think so. Possibly." Suspicion crept into his voice. "Why? Who are you?"

"Do you still make it?" 

With any luck, he'd think us potential clients and let his guard down. Strangers asking questions were cause for caution. Customers could be safely dealt with and forgotten.

"Only had one man want that slop. Idiot. He insisted on using a white lead base, despite my warnings. The poor girls he coated with it all died of lead poisoning."

"He didn't care?" Bartleby asked.

"Men like him never care about what their subordinates go through."

"Do you have any left?" I asked. 

If he hadn't been making any recently, it was possible that the Spider was one of D'Agostino's old assistants with a supply of the paint. We'd have to compare samples to be sure, but it was a starting point, at the very least.

"Are you hard of hearing or just simple-minded?" Dobbson asked. "I just told you that it was toxic. Or don't you care about the poor girl you'll have wearing it either?"

"It's not for use," Bartleby said. "We're investigating a matter for the police."

His thin frown vanished. "Well, then, you should have said so. If you'll follow me."

Dobbson stepped back, letting us into the old church's chapel. The pews and other furnishings had been removed, replaced with a number of racks holding commonly available alchemical concoctions for sale. Make-ups, purgatives, abortifacient, exfoliants, analgesics. Along the opposite wall hung a number of sophisticated clocks and novelty clockworks.

"You're a tinkerer and an apothecary?" Bartleby asked.

"And author, painter, sculptor, and engineer," Dobbson replied. "The working class likes to keep busy, good sir."

I chuckled at Bartleby's discomfort. It was a rare thing to see him unbalanced.

"Wait here. I'll fetch what's left of the magician's greasepaint."

Bartleby and I busied ourselves looking through the old man's wares while waiting for his return. Most of the clockworks he had on display were toys and gimmicks -- idle fancies that perform no useful functions and serve only to entertain the easily bored. The sort of use of mechanics I despise, so after a brief glance I left Bartleby to it and examined the medicinal goods for sale. Alongside the apothecary staples-- the aloe vera, the chamomile, the fennel, the hemp-- were substances of more dubious use. Wormwood and aconite, hemlock and nightshade. There were some jars that went unlabelled, and I'm not enough the chemist to hazard at their contents.

"Bartleby?" I asked.

"Mmm?"

"D'Agostino seemed to have an odd reaction to your mention of the Queen. Instant obsequious compliance beyond normal, healthy patriotism. I've seemed to notice that quite a bit lately. Is this some sort of recent nationalistic trend I'm unfamiliar with?"

Bartleby gave me an odd gaze. "My friend, you need to step out of your workshop more often."

Something in his tone compelled me to drop the subject. 

First five, and then ten more minutes of idle browsing passed before Bartleby glanced towards me with a questioning look. I nodded, and we left the clockworks and herbs behind, heading to the back of the chapel where Dobbson had disappeared to. There were no other exits, save a ladder heading up into the steeple tower above us. Bartleby stood aside as I began to climb, spanner in hand.

"Dobbson?" I called, ascending into the space above, which apparently served as his bedroom. A simple box mattress sat against the wall, barely leaving enough room for the small wardrobe next to it.

A streak of red and black fell from the bell tower above before I could climb into the room, breaking my grip on the ladder and sending me crashing down to the chapel below. Sharp knees dug into my abdomen as a rain of powerful fists fell upon my brow, each blow knocking my skull back against the chapel's wooden floor. I managed to get a forearm up to guard my face in time to see a girl--- the Spider, a slight thing dressed in a red and black Jester's motley--- spring back from her kneeling position atop my torso. My face felt raw and numb from her vicious attack, and my lower back screamed as I scrambled back into a half-standing crouch.

The girl's leap away took her towards the wall beyond the ladder. Her legs folded again as she hit the wall, whatever purchase she managed there sufficing to spring off and away at an angle that carried her past the shocked Bartleby and towards the narrow window. It was thin-- too thin for even the slender girl that had attacked me-- but somehow she slipped through it effortlessly, and was gone into the night.

Bartleby ran up to me. "Oh god, James, are you alright?"

"Don't worry about me, go after her!" The fingers I put to my face came away red and sticky. She'd split my lip at the very least, and it felt as though one of my eyes was swelling shut. Thankfully all my teeth were in place, and it didn't feel like my skull had been cracked. 

Self inventory complete, I ran after Bartleby.

 

***

 

A few hours later we were back at the church with a small army of Metropolitan Police, searching the place by gaslight.

Inspector Abel approached with a frown. He had been against hiring outside contractors to assist with a police matter, but when the order came down from the Home Office, he'd had no choice but to comply. "No sign of the old man or the girl. We did find, in his apartment, schematics and drawings of the parade route with a number of choke-points indicated."

"He's smart," I begrudgingly allowed. "He'll have changed his plans."

"No he won't," Bartleby disagreed. "It's all the spectacle of the thing, yes? Choosing hard targets, dramatic entrances, the attention-getting greasepaint. He knows we have his plans, and he'll have the girl do her work in spite of us. Imagine the publicity he'll garner if he pulls it off."

"I didn't think engineers cared about that sort of thing," Inspector Abel said.

"We don't," I replied.

"He won't pull it off." The Inspector was adamant. "If you don't manage to catch him, my boys will stop this Spider of his in the act."

Bartleby and I glanced at one another, not sharing his enthusiasm.

 

***

 

The Home Office didn't appear to, either. The next day we were called into a meeting with the Home Secretary, Herbert Gladstone.

"The Queen's Jubilee is rapidly approaching, gentlemen. The spectacle is vital to the mental and economic health of this Empire."

"More so than Her Majesty's life?" Bartleby asked.

Gladstone's face darkened. "Cancelling the parade is an admission of weakness, of fear, something I cannot tolerate even if the Queen were to allow such a craven response."

"Seeing the monarch gutted on a parade float would be a good deal worse for morale, I'd imagine," I said.

Gladstone and Bartleby stared at me in abject horror before doing the respectable thing and pretending I'd never said it.

"It is imperative that the two of you catch this Spider before the parade." Gladstone set a doll atop the desk. Garbed in red and black with a porcelain face it was the very image of the assassin.

"What's this?" Bartleby asked.

"Blast if I know. The Scotland Yard found it in the church after you two departed for the evening. It's some sort of clockwork-- see if it gives you some insight into the killer."

 

***

 

The doll was incredible. An absolute marvel of clockwork ingenuity disguised as a children's toy. It was capable of articulation impossible by most engineer's standards, and when wound moved with an almost prescient autonomy. The patterns it moved through-- gymnastic routines, capering, mime-work-- were varied and almost human. Its creator was a true master. Sadly, once disassembled, I lacked the skill or tools to put it back together. No matter-- it had served its purpose down in my workshop.

I joined Bartleby in the dining room to tell him my findings of a supper over cold knots of beef and ginger beer.

"If Dobbson made the clockwork then he's got to be guild-accredited. We should visit the Academy hall of records and see what they have on him."

Bartleby put his plate aside. "Well. We'd best hurry, then-- the Jubilee is but days away."

"What? I thought we had a week?"

"It's Thursday, James. You've been obsessing over that doll for thirty-six hours."

"That makes sense. Yes, of course. To the Academy then?"

"Maybe you should take some time and rest?"

"I'll sleep when I'm dead." I gave my partner a grin borne on wings of sleep-deprivation, enthusiasm fuelled by my examination of a true masterwork of modern clockwork engineering.

"That's what I'm afraid of."

 

***

 

"Dobbson. Two 'B's'."

"I'm afraid I'm not seeing it here." Mr. Gregory, the aged clerk at the Academy register's office wasn't a member of the Guild; no guild member worthy of membership would be content with a paper shuffling job. I had known him since my own academy days, and rumour claimed that he'd worked as an administrator since the founding, though that would put his age well beyond the reasonable.

"Hm. It'd make sense that he'd be using a pseudonym. Still, it's unlikely that a man with such skill wouldn't be a member."

"What did you say it was that he'd made?"

"Toys. Dolls. Clockworks of various sorts." 

Bartleby wasn't here to handle the talking, citing an appointment with his own contacts elsewhere. It wasn't a problem, though-- old Gregory was well used to engineers and our social shortcomings.

"And how aged would you say he was?"

"Indeterminate. Somewhere between sixty and seventy if I had to hazard a guess."

The clerk nodded and turned, disappearing between the stacks of folders and walls of filing cabinets. After a few minutes he returned, laden with leather-bound folios. "These are the class pictures of the men in the Academy clockworks program between 1840 and 1860. I don't know if they'll help, but this is the best I can do."

I thanked the clerk and set about looking through the materials he'd offered me. Class sizes over the last century weren't very large-- even in my own graduating class of 1894 we only numbered fifteen-- but that still gave me over one hundred poorly lithographed clockwork engineers to sift through. Trying to match those almost identical small portraits to the old man I'd met earlier was a daunting task. Bartleby had a better eye for this sort of thing, but the records were for the perusal of alumni alone.

After a few hours work I'd narrowed the likely engineers down to three possibilities, and Gerald was all too happy to lend me their files. Truth be told, most of those permitted to look through the records--- Guild-members--- didn't have the drive, desire, or need to. I think that the old man was just pleased to be able to at least partially justify the pay he'd been receiving all these years.

 

***

 

"Our most likely candidate," I told Bartleby over dinner, "is one Hector Whitney, class of 1853. In 1870, his masterwork was accepted egregia cum laude by the council of Masters, though he never completed the administrative paperwork for advancement."

"As with your journey-work advancement?"

"Yes. It's fairly common that we forget the small details. Advancement isn't really the point, you understand? It's all about the work."

"But in your case they basically took care of all that for you."

"Yes, and my work was simply maxima cum laude. For a man with this talent-"

"That makes little sense."

"No, it does not. Oh, a bit of luck. One of his classmates is still alive. He might have some insight into Whitney."

"We're running out of time, James." Bartleby reminded me. 

I wasn't concerned. Just one more constraint under which to solve this puzzle, as surmountable as any other.

 

***

 

"Hector was the best of us, the poor fellow." Bonner had been a civil engineer at the Nash Conservatory for the last decade, and had worked for the Royal Gardens since graduation. He was kind enough to meet with us in the Conservatory visitor's centre.

He was a small, wizened man with a surprisingly soft and wheezing voice. "Not only was he brilliant engineer, but a good man. Had the soul of a toymaker. His first inventions were military, yes, but after the birth of his grandson all he made were toys. He took a lot of scorn for that from a lot of short-sighted people, but they shut up when they saw his masterwork. So much talent. So much tragedy."

"Tragedy?" Bartleby asked.

"Oh yes. This was just after he'd finished his masterwork-- a man-sized doll with a functional circulatory system. Stunned the lot of us. Nothing compared with what you lads are doing now, of course, but this was back in the seventies."

"What happened?" I asked.

"Geopolitics happened. The Franco-Prussian war happened. Hector's daughter and grandson were in Paris when Wilhelm and Bismark's airships lay siege to the city. Killed in the bombing. I think that was what broke Hector's spirit, at last-- he said he was done with the work of men and generals, cleared out his workshop, and disappeared."

"That's terrible," Bartleby said.

"His critics called him a toymaker, but he was so much more. Skilled in a dozen fields from medicine to chemistry to mechanics... the world is worse off without him."

"The Home Office believes he's still alive," Bartleby said. "We're trying to find him. There's a matter of import he can help the Crown with."

"The Queen?"

"Precisely."

"Well. If anyone could come up with a fantastic Platinum Jubilee gift it would be Hector." Bonner seemed ignorant of the irony coming out of his mouth. "I wish I could help you, but I haven't heard from him in over thirty years."

"If there's anything you can remember, any places he used to frequent, other people he used to see..."

"Well, there's this church down in Southwark-"

"We've already been there." I shook my head.

"Oh. Hm. Then what about his daughter and grandson's mausoleum?"

"They were transported to London for burial?"

"Well, no. There wasn't anything to bury. But he had a monument built to them in Abney Park."

 

***

 

"The more I consider the matter the more sense it's beginning to make," Bartleby said as we entered the cemetery.

"What is?" 

We walked along the main path through the Egyptian-inspired gates. I was half-listening to Bartleby, enamoured of the fact that the trees around Abney Park seemed to have been planted in alphabetical order. It appealed to my driving need for orderly structure. Acer... Alder... Apple...

"Everything. A brilliant engineer, his daughter and grandchild killed in a war, grows disenchanted by the political world of man. He disappears from the world and comes back to kill the politicians and industrialists who represent the powers that be."

"I don't know, Bartleby. Where has he been keeping himself the last thirty years?" Birch... Beech... Box...

"Doing what you do. Playing the hermit, forgetting the world, losing himself in his work. Building himself the perfect assassin."

Cherry... Elm... Hawthorne..." Building? Bartleby, do you mean to suggest that the Spider is some sort of advanced clockwork automaton?"

"Why wouldn't it be?"

"Because it's not possible. Even the most advanced of clockworks can only run simple mechanical routines. They can't react to stimuli. They can't make choices. They just do whatever it is that they've been built to do."

"I'm disappointed in you, James." Bartleby laughed lightly. "Nothing's impossible in this age, you've told me so yourself. What if you combined a clockwork with one of Babbage's difference machines?"

I scoffed. "I would hardly think that--"

"And what could you do if you were locked down in your workshop for thirty years, uninterrupted?"

The only answer I had to that was "a good deal." Bartleby was correct-- every day the limitations of science and technology were being pushed further and further back. One simply had to look at the work of the chemist Jekyll or the galvanic tragedies in Germany over the last century to see that the world as it is bears little resemblance to the world as it could be. An autonomous clockwork-- it wasn't entirely impossible, even if I myself couldn't see a way to do it. Remembering the complexity of Whitney's masterwork, I had little doubt that if anyone could manage it, it would be he.

The Whitney mausoleum was Gothic in its architecture, long with a high pointed front archway. Its exterior carvings mimicked a trellis of interlaced tracery with a repeating pattern of trefoils and quatrefoils. The doors in particular were made to resemble cathedral doors, and upon inspection, we found them to be slightly ajar.

Bartleby drew his pistol as I shouldered the heavy doors open. A lantern in one hand, I hefted a pry-bar across my shoulders and entered. Despite the length of the chamber within, the interior was sparse and empty, containing but two sarcophagi-- one of which was open. I approached it cautiously, length of iron raised, but found that instead of a corpse swaddled in funerary shroud it held a spiral staircase descending down into darkness. Bartleby stuck close to my light, and together we descended deep into the earth.

 

***

 

A small light from below grew more visible as we descended, and we found Hector Whitney waiting for us at the bottom of the stairs, in what appeared to be a subterranean workshop. He greeted us with a pistol levelled at my chest.

"Stop right there." His hands were gnarled but steady. "I'll shoot if you come any closer. Drop your weapons."

Bartleby slowly put his gun down on the steps, and I followed suit with my pry-bar and lantern. 

"What happened, Whitney?" I asked. Bartleby isn't very useful when faced with the prospect of violence; I knew the talking would be left up to me. "You were such a genius. Your work was amazing."

"Life happened. Death happened," he said. "It's not fair. It's not right."

"Life isn't fair. Lots of people lost their family in that war--"

"This isn't about Jessica and William!" He almost screamed, raising the pistol. I braced myself, but he managed to regain some composure. "That's what everyone is going to think, I know, but that's not what this is about."

"Why don't you tell me?" I asked, my voice level, watching for the slightest droop in his gun-arm. 

"It's about them and what they did to us. What they're doing. What they are going to do."

"Them?"

"Them! The plutocrats! The politicians! The aristocrats here, the robber-barons in America. Science was supposed to make us all free! It was supposed to make us all equal! It was supposed to usher in a new era of prosperity and lift up the weakest, and look at what we've gotten! Look at the fruits of the industrial revolution! Rich landowners get richer, while the poor fill their lungs with poison, work their children into early graves, and pervert the miracles we give them into weapons of war!"

"Look at the airships!" I said. "The telegraphs! The electric lights! You were a toymaker-- you brought joy to countless children!"

"And now those children are grown and it's time to send them to war with those same toys! It's not your fault. I don't blame you, you don't know--- you haven't seen what I've seen. I've spent the last three decades building weapons of war."

"For whom? Aside from a little sabre rattling, between France and Germany, Europe's been at peace for decades."

"For us all! They don't care. They'll sell them all to anyone. It's coming, young man. Soon. The great war to end all wars. Guns that can wipe out entire cavalry lines. Toxic air that can clear battlefields. Razor wire so sharp it'll slice a man to ribbons. Europe is going to become a charnel house-- be glad you won't be there to see it!"

I tensed, staring at his pistol again. "You might shoot me, Hector, but my partner will drop you before I hit the floor. Just give up, and we'll see you get a fair trial."

"Shoot you?" He actually seemed a little surprised at the suggestion, and a little contemptuous. "This isn't for you. It's mine. My escape. I'll die before I let them make her kill me."

Before I could move he had turned the gun on himself. Before I could reach him he'd pulled the trigger. Before I could so much as cry out, the contents of his beautiful genius mind had splattered all over the wall of his hidden workshop.

 

***

 

"That's it then?" Bartleby asked. 

We watched from afar as the police inspectors were bringing up armfuls of evidence from the workshop below the mausoleum. They had found more plans and schematics. I'd only gotten a brief glance before Scotland Yard had spirited them away, but what I saw will be burned into my mind's eye until the day I die. Bartleby had been right-- Hector Whitney had built her, but he was off about how. Way off.

"No. The Spider's still out there. You heard that poor old fool. She wasn't helping him escape at the church, she was coming after him. He may have built her, but she isn't working at his behest. Whomever it was that turned her loose on him can still turn her against whomever they please-- and I fear that we may be next."

"Us? Why us?"

"We've tracked down her origins. We might even be able to stop her. It makes tactical sense to go after us before we can ready ourselves."

"Oh lord." He scratched his temple with the butt of his pistol. 

I stared at it until he sheepishly slipped it back into his pocket. "Fortunately for us, they're wrong about that."

"About it making sound tactical sense?"

"About us not being ready. Come, Bartleby. We must prepare for the endgame."

Okay, yes, I'd exaggerated slightly to Bartleby about being ready, but the poor man's of no use when he's facing inescapable death.

 

***

 

The Spider came for us at five minutes past midnight. We were both in the library, Bartleby reading something by Dickens while I played chess against myself. Don't snicker--- it's great practice, and I never lose. There was little warning before she attacked. 

She came from the fireplace, as I had assumed she would, it being the least conventional means of ingress. The flames flared up as she landed, momentarily blinding me, and I felt a sharp pain as a thrown knife struck me with enough force to knock over the chair I was sitting in. The weapon penetrated the thick leather under my surcoat almost half an inch-- were I without it, it would have surely killed me.

Bartleby was moving even before the back of my chair hit the floor--- he can be fast when needs be. From the ground I watched as the Spider spun and danced towards him, firelight reflecting off of steel knives held between gloved fingers. He made it all the way to the hall archway before she attacked, launching herself like a cannonball, hitting him in the small of the back with her knees as she had struck me in the church. By the time I'd regained my feet she'd rebounded and was heading back in my direction. I wrenched the knife out of my leather chest-piece and threw it back at her. A clumsy toss, barely on target, but she ducked from it instead of throwing her knives at me and that was all the distraction Bartleby needed.

He lunged from the ground towards the bell-rope at the entrance to the hall. A deep resonating bass note filled the room, its resonance amplified and reflected by the concealed megaphones I'd secreted around the library's tapestries. The effect on the Spider was immediate and dramatic: she collapsed, like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Bartleby, panting,watched her still form for a long moment before scrambling his way over to where I sat against the wall.

"Is she done? Is that it?" 

He gathered up the first aid kit from the coffee table and sat next to me as I removed my vest, leather chest-piece, and shirt.

"She's done. The Synaptic Disruptor temporarily interrupts the flow of information between the body and the brain." 

I winced as Bartleby placed an alcohol soaked cotton swab against my chest wound. "Not a big deal for the living-- us-- our bodies are producing the necessary charge for the connection to resume. We don't even notice the break."

"I don't understand. Why would that affect a clockwork?"

"Galvanic clockwork." I leaned my head back against the wall and let the man patch me up. "Mostly mechanical, but with a human brain and spinal column. Her motions build up the galvanic charge to keep her clockworks moving and to keep her brain functioning. It's why she was always in motion-- she had to keep building that steady charge. The more she moved, the faster and stronger she'd get. The Synaptic Disruptor breaks that cycle, and grounds her charge-- unless someone winds her again, she can't move or think."

"That's monstrous!" Bartleby finished wrapping my wound.

"It's a perversion," I agreed, interrupted by the timely arrival of the Metropolitan Police officers the Home Office had insisted be waiting nearby. 

Just as I'd thought, though, the entire affair was over long before they even managed to arrive.

 

***

 

They took the Spider, of course. I asked permission to study her workings, but the request was lost in the bureaucracy, along with my request to look at her schematics or any of Whitney's other affairs. The broadsheets exposed Whitney as the mastermind and an anarchist sympathiser, and he was the talk of the London gossips for a time. The Platinum Jubilee went off without a hitch, and everyone agreed it was a spectacle that would not soon be matched in the early twentieth century. I fear that Hector Whitney's predictions of a Great War will prove them wrong, however. Fields of toxic gas, galvanic soldiers both dead and alive, weapons of war designed by a secret think tank -- it's all almost too fantastic to believe, and yet I've seen the proof. I've seen what my fellow engineers can create for the good of mankind, and what the ignorant and powerful see fit to do with it.

Something tells me that the poor old bastard took the easy way out, but I could never join him. I've too much hope. Too much trust, perhaps. There's great evil and greed in men, but great good and compassion as well. Cheers to the wonders of the new age!

Maiden Voyage of the Rio Grande

 

The detention cell was a far cry from the cabins that the luxury airship provided its honoured guests. I only can assume that, should one find oneself to be clapped in irons and escorted to the brig, that one no longer is classified as "honoured." While my previous appointments had plush carpeting, elegant wallpaper, carved hardwood furniture, and delicate electric lighting, the brig (as the American crew chose to call it) was uncomfortable and utilitarian. Frost formed on the bulkhead's unadorned steel, and beside the crude bench a bucket in the corner served as the totality of its amenities. A grate in the entrance hatch the only access given the outside world.

To say that I was uncomfortable would be an understatement. I can only imagine the dreariness of being left alone in that miserable hole for the duration of a voyage. Without a task to occupy my mind and hands I had little doubt that I would go mad after only a few days. Fortunately that didn't seem to be the Captain's intent, for half-an-hour after my incarceration he returned with one of his officers.

"Wainwright." Captain Nussbaum conveyed a military demeanour that matched his uniform. 

While the Rio Grande was a civilian vessel, the crew's uniform was based loosely on that of the American Navy, perhaps a little more ornate and a little less saturated. If the Captain was a retired German officer, they were a far cry from what he would have worn during his term of service.

He refrained from further comment, standing near the hatch as a trio of airmen brought in a small folding table and a pair of chairs, which they set up in front of me so that the seats were across from my bench. When they'd left, shutting the hatch behind them, Nussbaum and his officer sat.

"You have already met Herr Dewit?" Nussbaum asked.

Dewit, First Mate by his insignia, scowled at me. As the man had walked in on me amidst a blood-soaked murder scene I cannot entirely fault him, though I must admit to some annoyance at the entire business.

"Let's cut to the quick, Wainwright," First Officer Dewit said. "Why did you murder the Second Engineer?"

"He was an engineer?" I asked. "Pity."

Captain Nussbaum swung across the table, striking me with the edge of his hand. He was a good deal stronger than his thin frame indicated, and my head rocked back with the force of the blow.

"Herr Henderson was a good man, Wainwright." Nussbaum wiped blood from his hand with his handkerchief. "You will speak of him with respect. Why did you murder my engineer?"

"I intend no disrespect. I simply meant that a vessel of this size needs as many engineers as it can carry." I put a manacled hand to my lip, and it came away bloodied. It occurred to me that protesting my innocence was the correct course of action in this social situation. "I didn't kill him. I didn't kill anyone."

"Liar. I saw you standing over him with my own eyes." The First Mate continued his glower.

"I ran across the man not two minutes before you arrived. I was simply checking to see if he could be--" repaired "--helped."

"Helped? The top of his skull was pulped and his vital fluids splashed across the engine room!"

"I'm not a doctor, Mr. Dewit."

The Mate looked like he was going to strike me as well, but the Captain held him off with a gesture. "You say you stumbled in upon him already killed. What were you doing in the Engine Room to begin with?"

"I heard a whine."

"A whine?" the Captain asked. "You heard him dying from the hall?"

"Impossible," the First Mate said. "Wait until you see the body, Captain – Henderson had to have died instantly, and–"

"No, not him," I said. "The engines. Their pitch had changed. It woke me up, and I went looking for an engineer to see if I could take a look at them."

"I didn't notice any difference when I found you."

"It wasn't that vast a change.  A mere shift in hertz."

"I didn't notice any shift."

I lay the side of my face against the smooth metal of the bulkhead. "It's still off. Still different. I think the pitch may be increasing, but lacking a device to measure the oscillations' amplitude I cannot be certain."

Captain Nussbaum and his officer stared at me. 

A knock at the door distracted them, and First Mate Dewit rose to answer it.

"Mr. Herbert." He greeted the new arrival. 

American industrialist Frank Herbert had commissioned that the Rio Grande be built as a testament to American ingenuity and excess. It was, by far, the largest airship ever designed and a marvel of modern engineering. The sheer audacity of the thing, the pompous hubris of building a ridiculously large airship to serve as a luxury hotel for the richest men in the world, was the sort of vanity that appealed to me. Herbert had built the Rio Grande for no reason greater than that he could. 

Herbert himself was no less ostentatious than his creation. He was big in all things – loud, fat, and stinking of cigars far cheaper than those you would associate with a man of such means. His waistcoat was stained with the evidence of the day's meals and exertions.

To my mild surprise my partner Bartleby followed him into the detention cell.

"Who's this?" the First Mate asked.

"This fellow is Mr. Bartleby," Mr. Herbert said. 

With the five of us in the brig things had grown crowded, and I found myself pushed back towards the corner. Bartleby gave me a confident nod, and I relaxed a little. 

"You may recognise his name from that affair with the clockwork assassin caught before Queen Victoria's jubilee last month."

"You're Alton Bartleby?" Dewit said with a start. Slowly, he turned to glare back at me. "So you are–"

Bartleby gestured towards me with a flourish. "My assistant and partner, James Wainwright."

"I'm sorry, Herr Wainwright. I had no idea," grumbled the Captain.

"He doesn't look the part of a famous detective, does he?" Bartleby shook his head, gesturing towards my sack coat and trousers, both in the dull earth tones I preferred. "Nothing but rumpled clothing and engine grease. I've been telling you, James, clothes make the man."

"An honest mistake on the crew's part, I'm sure." I raised my manacled hands. "If you would be so kind?"

The Captain hesitated. "The fact remains, gentlemen, that one of my engineers has been brutally murdered, and your Mr. Wainwright was discovered standing over the body."

"I told you why I was there."

"See?" Bartleby nodded. "He's got a good reason, whatever it is."

"The engine sounded a bit off."

"So there you have it." Bartleby sounded satisfied. "My partner, the R.G.A.E. accredited engineer, noted a mechanical problem and set about fixing it. I trust there's no reason to further involve the Guild?"

"Should I be notifying my Guild representative?" I asked, picking up on his lead.

"Oh no. No, that shouldn't be necessary," said Mr. Herbert. Many of his investments and enterprises were technological – conflict with the Royal Guild of Artificers and Engineers would ruin him. 

The Captain's face reddened. "Herr Herbert, I strongly suggest–"

"The fact of the matter, Captain," said Bartleby, "is that if, as we say, James is innocent, then you still have a murderer loose on your ship. By the time we land and James is vindicated by the authorities then this killer will have gotten away with his terrible deed."

"What are you suggesting?"

"Let us investigate this matter for you and discover the true culprit."

"And if Herr Wainwright is the killer?" the Captain said. "I would not care to have a suspected murderer running free and planting false evidence to clear himself."

"Now hold on one moment, Captain." A calculating and predatory look had come over Mr. Herbert's face. "Yes. Having the consulting detectives who brought down the London Spider find the murderer would turn this disaster into a sensational coup. Perhaps if someone were to keep an eye on their activities? Captain?"

"If you insist, Herr Herbert, I believe that one of your guests has employed a Pinkerton agent as part of his security detail–"

"You mean Ives? No. Out of the question." Herbert shook his head. "Ives is one of my chief rivals. If he were to learn that the Rio Grande's maiden voyage was marred by murder most foul, I have no doubt that he would find some way to leverage that against me. I'll not have one of his men investigating it!"

"Herr Herbert, our priority should be--"

"If Ives finds out about this awful business, I want it to be through the same channels that everyone else does, on my own time table. The channels that I control."

The Captain let out a long belaboured sigh and set about unlocking my manacles. "Very well. Herr Dewit, you will accompany Herr Bartleby and Herr Wainwright and observe their investigations. Do not hesitate to come to me should you suspect them of tampering with evidence."

"And for God's sake keep it quiet," Herbert wiped at the sheen on his face with a greasy handkerchief. "The last thing we need is to set the passengers off into a panic."

A sour expression on his face, Mr. Dewit snapped off a smart salute, and the three of us departed.

 

***

 

The Rio Grande's engineering section was expansive, filled with the massive turbines and steam engines necessary to move a ship the size of a luxury hotel. At the fore of the section was the engineering control room where I'd first laid my eyes on the remains of Second Engineer Henderson. A crewman accosted Dewit as we returned.

"Can we get this cleaned up?" Chief Engineer Miller asked. "I don't mean to be insensitive, but I've got work to be done. This ship doesn't run itself."

The Chief Engineer was tall, gangly, and sour-faced. He didn't move or act like an engineer – he had about him the demeanour of a bureaucrat, one who's function in keeping the airship running was that of a cog, delegating the actual work to his subordinates.

"Soon," Bartleby promised. "Give me a few minutes to examine the crime scene, and I'll let you get back to your work."

The body was where we'd left it – crumpled next to an instrument panel in a congealed pool of blood. A tremendous force had pulped the top of the man's skull down to his upper jaw, powerfully enough to splatter brain matter and blood all across the walls and floor.

"Look here, James." Bartleby squatted next to the body, peering up at the fluids splashed across the bulkhead nearby. "Look at this spray. Whatever impact killed this man came from his front, like a powerful thrust, not from above like a crushing blow."

"And?"

"And that limits what the murder weapon may have been. There's no burnt flesh around his wound, either – no chemical burns. It wasn't a firearm or anything galvanic."

"There's no firearms allowed aboard the ship," Dewit said. "It's too dangerous – an unlucky discharge might puncture the hull and depressurise the cabin, or even hit the gasbag and ignite its hydrogen."

"That sounds unfortunate."

"Yes. So firearms are out of the question."

"It isn't just firearms. Any tools that can penetrate the hull are kept locked away," Chief Miller said. "And used only under very controlled circumstances."

"What sort of tools?  Anything that might do this to a man if misused?"

"A tool that expels a great deal of lateral force," I said. "Silently enough that nobody heard it being used."

"What about a pneumatic rivet gun?" the Chief said. "We've got one in the storage locker."

Bartleby stood and gazed down at the body for a moment before giving me a studied look. "He's about your height and girth, James. Would you come and stand here, at his feet? Thank you." He stepped back, sighted an imaginary rifle towards me, then looked past me at the wall.

"Yes, yes, I think that–" Light on his feet, he practically waltzed over to the equipment locker to examine the blood dried over its lattice grating. "Chief Miller, can you open this?"

When he'd unlocked it, Bartleby opened the locker with a flourish. He examined the tools within for a moment before producing the a long cylinder ending in a tapered pipe, a pistol grip at its back end. The pneumatic rivet gun.

"Gentlemen: Your murder weapon."

"How can you be certain?"  the First Mate asked.

Bartleby tossed the tool towards him, and Dewit fumbled to catch it.

"It's clean." Bartleby grinned and walked towards the door to the engine room. "Unlike the other tools in the cabinet, there's no blood spattered through the grillwork onto it. It wasn't in the cabinet when poor Henderson was killed – our killer must have replaced it after."

"Killed by a pneumatic rivet gun!" The Chief shook his head. "And that exonerates Mr. Wainwright – it had to have been used a crewman with keys to the cabinet."

"Well done, Bartleby," I knew my old friend wouldn't let me down. He can be a bit of a dandy at times, but he comes through when the pressure's on.

"Not necessarily."

"Bartleby?"

"I'm sorry, James, as much as I'd love to clear your name, if we act on the assumption that the killer needed a key to access the tools we cut out a large number of suspects. The truth is–"

"Bartleby!"

"The truth is that the killer could have very well simply picked the lock, or through negligence it might have been left unlocked, or the killer might have acquired a duplicate key. Maybe the rivet gun had been left out, and he simply locked it away when he'd finished with the killing."

"So we haven't learned anything new," Dewit said.

"We know how Henderson was killed. And given the opportunistic nature of the murder weapon, it's likely not premeditated. A crime of passion, perhaps  – tempers run hot on a closed vessel."

"So what is our next course of action?" I asked.

"James, stay here with the Chief and see what you can discover while I search Engineer Henderson's quarters."

Dewit started after Bartleby for a moment before stopping to glance back at me. "Chief! Keep an eye on this one."

The Chief Engineer waved him off, and the First Mate hurried after Bartleby. 

"What a mess." The Chief put his hands on his hips and let out a low whistle.

"Oh, thank you for the reminder. Chief Miller, do you hear that slight whine?"

"What?"

"I woke in the night to detect a small deviation in the engine's oscillation. Perhaps a three hertz change."

"No. I don't hear anything." He paused. "I beg your pardon, but did you say three hertz?"

"Quite."

"You detected, upon awakening, a difference of three hertz?"

"It's what drew me here to discover Henderson."

He stared at me. 

I grew uncomfortable and changed the subject. "Do you mind if I look around a bit?"

"As you would. I need to see to getting poor Henderson cleaned up anyway."

 

***

 

With the Chief Engineer's blessing I passed through the hatch into the engine room proper. Beyond the control room the Rio Grande's engineering section was a vast chamber of steam turbines, furnaces, and auxiliary units. What little lighting the room afforded was provided by the furnaces, low ambient glows amongst towering black iron colossi and the glass and steel steam turbines. Automated stokers kept the furnaces fuelled, drawing from from long low coal bins, articulated spades shovelling fuel into the furnaces at a steady pace.

The hot dry air, choked with smoke and engine fumes, raised sweat from my skin as soon as I'd entered. I could practically feel the thrumming from their operation against my skin. I stood for a moment in the threshold in a quasi-religious awe, just taking it in, feeling the almost electric pull of the technological marvel before me.

I closed the control room hatch behind me and shut my eyes, listening, trying to track down the source of the whine I'd heard earlier. I could still hear it when I concentrated, among the sliding of the turbines and the dull roar of the furnaces. And something else, something soft, a scrabbling stealthy movement among the dark metal structures. It was rhythmic, something slapping against metal in a regular fashion.

The whining seemed to be coming from the turbines – they were labouring harder and harder to function. The slapping sound emanated from behind a two by two panel set into a bulkhead. It was slightly ajar, tool-marks evident near its popped lock. I opened it, and found a fist-sized fat-diamond shaped cavity in which a series of pistons spun freely. Leather connective straps attached to the pistons flailed uselessly against the steel casing, whatever they had secured now absent.

I took a quick look around the immediate area, but couldn't find anything that looked like it might have fallen from the compartment. Unfortunately I'm unschooled in the mechanics of areonautical engineering and had no idea what might have been removed from the ship's workings. I returned to the control room to put the question to the Chief Engineer.

 

***

 

I described the empty panel to the best of my ability, and the Chief Engineer's face paled. I followed Miller as he raced, without a word, into the engine room, stopping in front of the open hatch and its empty cavity. He gave out a groan of mixed frustration and terror, grabbing handfuls of his hair and stumbling back a from the hatch, sliding down to the ground when he hit the wall opposite.

"What is it, man?" I asked.

"We are dead." The Engineer's voice was flat. Hollow.

"Bad then, is it?"

"Can you even conceive -- do you have any idea how difficult it is to keep an airship this size balanced upright?" 

He pulled small fluid-filled level out of his breast pocket, lay it on the floor, then dropped prone next to it, eyeing it carefully. I crouched for a look myself, and saw that we were listing a few tenths of a degree. The Chief let out another hopeless moan and rolled over onto his back.

"The movement of the turbines, the mixture of gas in the air bags, the balance of the ballast – it's all precisely calibrated to keep the Rio Grande from listing," he said, "and it's the job of the gyroscopic stabiliser to control the analytical engine that calibrates it. Without it those oscillations you've been hearing are going to intensify at a prodigious rate, the ship is going to flip over, and we're going to go tumbling out of the sky."

"We'll hit London," I said. "Hundreds will die."

"Hundreds?" He scoffed. "Mr. Wainwright, do you have any idea how much hydrogen we're carrying? We're an enormous bomb. If we crash, there won't be enough London left to fill a rubbish bin."

 

***

 

We reconvened in the Captain's stateroom with Bartleby and Mr. Herbert.

"It's sabotage, then," Bartleby said. "I've spoken to some of the crew about Henderson – he was well regarded and personable. Organized weekly poker games."

"Yeah, I played with him several times," the Chief said. "He was good enough."

"Pity his luck ran out."

"It wasn't a matter of luck," the Chief said. "Henderson was a professional gambler. Played the long game. He won some, lost some, but always came out ahead. Patient. Calculating. Compare that to passionate men like the First Mate, they'll bid big on every hand. They might win a pot or two they end up losing entire months' wages in the long run."

"Speaking of, where is Dewit?" I asked.

"Overseeing the clean-up in Engineering," Nussbaum said.

"Regardless," Bartleby said, "nobody seemed to have a personal issue with Henderson – he was most likely simply unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Given that James found the body so shortly after the engineer was killed and that the room hasn't been left unoccupied since, we can surmise that the... gyrostabic... scopilizer–"

"Gyroscopic Stabilizer," I said.

"–device was taken first, and the thief encountered Henderson on his way out. And given that the weapon used was an improvisational one and the murder so inconveniently messy, it is most likely that our murderer killed Henderson out of panic, and simply ran off afterwards."

"Who would gain from sabotaging the Rio Grande?" I asked.

"Mr. Herbert." Bartleby turned towards the industrialist. "A man of your status has his share of enemies, doesn't he?"

"I've stepped on more than a few petty men on my way to the top," Mr. Herbert replied. "Business rivals that would love to see me fail. The Luddites hate the technology I employ in my factories. My own son, fat lout that he is, can't wait until I die so he can inherit what he's too incompetent to earn."

"Luddite fanatics might well sacrifice themselves to take down the ship," I hazarded, "but would your rivals? And your son – he's aboard himself, isn't he?"

"So a fanatic or dupe is most likely," Bartleby said. "Unless the saboteur intends to steal one of the ship's aeroboats and escape the fate selected for the rest of us."

"You've no spare aboard?" I asked.

"The stabilizer is highly guarded proprietary technology, created using advanced alloys and manufacturing techniques." Mr. Herbert said. "The only other prototype is in our Dallas airshipyards. We of course plan to manufacture more, but it was imperative that we launch the maiden voyage in a timely fashion."

"Your impatience may have killed us all, Herr Herbert," Captain Nussbaum said. "Chief, how long do we have until the ship destabilizes?" 

"Given the rate of oscillation and the current tilt," the Chief said, "a matter of hours."

"I might be able to rig up a temporary solution," I said. "With the Chief's assistance." 

Mr. Herbert looked relieved. "I cannot begin to thank you, Mr. Wainwright."

"I don't mean to bestow upon you false hope. With the limited spare parts and scant knowledge of what I'm doing, I can stave off disaster for another few hours at best. We still can't leave the city's skies."

Captain Nussbaum reached for the ship's intercom. "I'll order evacuation proceedings immediately."

"An evacuation won't save London," Bartleby said. "Give us time to try and find the culprit before you give that order – if he believes that James is still the primary suspect, his guard will be lowered and he may not hurry his escape. If we evacuate, he could melt through our fingers and off into the countryside, laughing all the way. Laughing at the dead, laughing at Mr. Herbert, and laughing at you, Captain."

Captain Nussbaum's face tightened. "I will not risk the passengers and my crew–"

"Listen." Mr. Herbert raised a sweaty palm. "I will not be made a fool of. I won't have it! A disaster of this scale would ruin my name, ruin my business. We have to try and bring this devil to justice and find the gyroscopic device to save the city below."

Nussbaum set his face into a grimace. "Herr Herbert, you may have financed the Rio Grande, but I am her Captain, and in the air my word is law. I can allot Herr Bartleby two hours to find the gyroscope, perhaps three if Herr Wainwright can create a temporary fix. After that, the ship will be evacuated. Am I understood?"

"Quite." Mr. Herbert nodded. "I would expect no less concern from you."

"Very well. I suggest we waste no more time. I will tell Herr Dewit to place a guard on the ship's aeroboat."

"The aeroboat?" Bartleby asked.

"Yes. We cannot have this scoundrel escaping."

"No, I mean you only have one aeroboat? For the entire vessel?"

"Well, the chances of needing it were slim to none," Mr. Herbert said. "It's hardly likely that we'd ever use it. Mostly for show."

"That doesn't seem very–"

"No, he's right, Bartleby," I interrupted. "In almost any disaster scenario the Rio Grande's hydrogen would ignite, killing all hands almost instantly."

The information was apparently unsettling to the others, for they simply stared at me for several moments.

"I strongly suggest we limit the spread of this information, lest we cause a panic and alert our quarry," Bartleby said. "I'll question your son, Mr. Herbert."

"Better... better question my wife, too," Mr. Herbert said. "And Tolby Ives is one of the guests – he's one of my competitors, and he'd love to see me fail. If he's behind it he's had his Pinkerton bodyguard do the dirty work."

"Why would you invite one of your rivals?" I asked.

"The better to rub his face in it," Bartleby grabbed me by the shoulders and steered me towards the door. "Now get to work saving our lives, James. That's a good lad."

 

***

 

Chief Miller endeavored, to the best of his ability, to walk me through the construction and functioning of the gyroscopic stabilizer. His terrible fright at the spectre of our impending fiery doom was a bit of a hindrance – he'd stop mid-lecture to wail or bemoan his fate, and his crying jags were starting to get on my nerves. When he started taking nips from his hip-flask I sent him out of his engine room and, with the help of his hastily scribed notes, continued on my own. A state of affairs that I found quite acceptable.

After a half-hour's labour I managed to cobble together a small gyroscope from the engine room's spare copper wire and mouldings, using the heat of the furnaces to solder it all together. It was an ugly kludge but if luck was on our side would buy us another hour or two.

 

***

 

When I returned to our stateroom, I found that Bartleby had finished his own interrogations. Herbert's son, he told me, was an unpleasant and priggish young man with few manners and even fewer compunctions.

"Fortunately he's no Machiavelli." Bartleby sat in a chair opposite the door, sipping his brandy. "I doubt the lad has two brain cells to rub together. If he wants to strike at his old man – and I'm almost certain that he eventually will – it'll be with a blunt object to the back of the skull. Even then, he's unlikely to do anything that will harm the business he's to inherit."

"And the mother?"

"Likewise a low creature. Just another nouveau-riche American trophy wife who has thus far spent the voyage trying to insinuate herself into the good graces of her betters. No doubt she holds hopes of an introduction into the London social scene. As if I'd inflict her upon them."

"Do you consider her a suspect?"

"She does hate her husband for his infidelities," Bartleby said. "And I have no doubt that she'd delight in humiliating him publicly, but not in a way that would endanger herself or the ambitions she holds towards social advancement – and mass murder is a bit beyond the pale for such an ordinary person."

"So, no, then."

"It is possible, I suppose, that she's a dupe. I could see her stealing the gyroscopic stabilizer to sell to one of her husband's rivals, without being aware of the consequences. I doubt she's got the finesse to remove it without damage. That rules out the son as well."

"So much for easy answers," I said.

We had nice appointments aboard the ship, as befitted guests of our host Mr. Herbert. Everything was plush and crushed velvet with a golden brocade fringe trim. The berths were softer than I was used to – I prefer a firmer mattress – but I'd managed to clear off the top of the room's vanity to use as a temporary workstation.

Bartleby, of course, would not have it. We were guests of an industrialist grateful that we had dispatched an assassin targeting men of his ilk, and we were to spend our time drinking, playing cards, and playing shuffleboard. Our vacation, he insisted, was not a working vacation.

So much for that.

"Let's take another look at the crime scene," I said.

Bartleby put his drink aside and accompanied me, prattling on as we returned to the engineering section. "I've also spoken to Mr. Ives and his Pinkerton bodyguard. Wasn't able to get much out of them without giving the situation away, but I don't think they know anything. While I wouldn't put it past Ives to strike at Herbert, he's savvy enough to know the consequences of removing the stabilizer, and Johnson is too much the professional to panic and kill Henderson like that."

"Blast."

"Unfortunately all I managed to do is alert them to the fact that something's gone wrong. We'll have to play it carefully around them."

"Yes, playing it carefully is the way to go with these pesky murder investigations," I said.

"Don't be cross."

"Forgive me for being short, Bartleby, but it doesn't sound like you've been making much progress at all."

 

***

 

We returned to the scene of the murder, half-cleaned by the Chief's earlier efforts, now abandoned due to the potential, city-destroying catastrophe that hung over our heads. 

"Dewit?" I called.

"He's buggered off," Bartleby said.

"Can't blame the man," I said. "Given our circumstance."

Bartleby began giving everything a good looking-over, stopping at what remained of the congealing blood on the riveted steel flooring and calling me over.

"Look here, James. This boot print. Judging by the depth of the impression I'd say that this was made while the blood was still fresh. See your shoe mark here? Same general depth. This print was made near the time you first found the body. Did First Officer Dewit step here when he came to collect you?"

"No, he called to me from the hall hatch and I approached him."

"Then this must be the murderer's print. Any innocent party would have sounded the alarm, and no one did. And look! Here, the traction implied. Your shoe print skids through the blood, but there's very little smearing here. This was a rubber-soled boot. The pattern matches that of the crew's uniform boots."

"So the killer must be a crewman. Didn't you say that Second Engineer Henderson was well-liked, Bartleby?"

Bartleby made his way over to the hatch leading to the engines. "Yes. Yes. The killer, surprised by Henderson, tries to explain away what he's doing in the engine room. Henderson – stand there, James, you're Henderson – sees the stabilizer and isn't having it. He knows what will happen if it isn't returned, so there's no way for our killer to talk his way out of this. They tussle – grab my wrists, like you're trying to wrest something delicate from me – and come to the tool locker."

"Hard to unlock the locker while engaged in scrum," I said.

"The killer must have opened it previously, to acqure a tool of some sort to wrest free the Stabilizer."

"You don't need anything. It snaps out easily," I told him. "There's a trick to it, though, and the setting did bear tool marks." 

"The thief didn't know how to snap it out, and that maps with him not knowing what would happen when it was removed. So he takes some sort of lever – a screwdriver probably."

I opened the locker and looked through the hand tools. "This one's seen some roughness. No blood on it either."

"I'd have noticed that lack of blood when I was looking earlier. The killer must have returned recently to replace it."

I froze, knees bent, hands splayed out. "Bartleby, did you feel that?"

"What?"

"That lurch?"

"What lurch?"

"There was a lurch. The ship's weight shifted."

"Oh God, are we flipping over?"

"No. Not yet. We're tilting, but there won't be any dramatic slips until it's almost the end. No, this feels like the ship has dropped a load of ballast."

 

***

 

Captain Nussbaum turned from the ship's intercom. "Herr Miller reports that all ballast tanks remain at their correct levels. I felt the shift, too, though, and I have my men performing a full sweep."

"Won't that alert the passengers and crew?" Mr. Herbert asked.

"Some will have felt the lurch, Herr Herbert. If your saboteur is still trying to sink us, we should consider evacuation."

"Not quite yet. How is your investigation progressing, Mr. Bartleby?"

"Well," Bartleby said. "We've narrowed the field considerably. We think it may be one of your crew, Captain, acting as cat's paw."

"Nein." Nussbaum shook his head. "I know my men, and cannot believe that any are capable of mass murder on such a scale."

"He won't know the implications of what he's done," I said. "Our investigation indicates that he's ignorant of the nature of the stabilizer – he's likely either been asked to steal or sabotage it by a third party, or hopes to sell it to one of Mr. Herbert's competitors."

"I still find it difficult to believe–" Nussbaum was interrupted by a whistle from the ship's communication tube. "Nussbaum here."

"Captain." Miller's nervous voice came through the ship's tube system. "We may have found something. The laundry room's been emptied."

"Emptied?"

"Completely. Not a scrap or skivvy left."

"Come along," Bartleby turned to me. "Let's have a look."

 

***

 

Bartleby stooped in the middle of the laundry-room's tiled floor, peering under the great industrial washing machines. Powered by the engine's generated steam using its run-off to wash with, their great spinning turbines were capable of accommodating the entire ship's complement of uniforms in a single load. 

"See anything?" I asked.

"Blood." Bartleby stood. "Traces of it on the rim of the machine. Henderson's, no doubt, dripped from the killer or his uniform. This proves it – the killer is a crewman."

"What did he do with the rest of the clothing? And why?"

"Our killer probably doesn't know how to do a proper wash, which points to an officer as the culprit. Perhaps the blood stained all the uniforms in his load. He discovered this, wheeled the load out in a laundry trolley and dumped the lot overboard, disposing of enough to obfuscate his identity, I'd wager. That was the shift we felt. Wet laundry as ballast."

"Why does an inability to do the wash indicate an officer?"

"Trust me, James. I was an officer once. We're rather quite helpless." He almost stumbled as he crept to the hatch. "I say, James, we'd better hurry. The tilt is getting quite noticeable."

"It's been that way. You've just been wrapped up in your investigation. Missing the obvious. Am I that way when I'm in my workshop?"

"Oh no, James. You're far worse."

***

 

As we navigated our way through the increasingly askew corridors an alarm klaxon began to wail.

"They've decided to evacuate?" I asked.

"There would have been an announcement," Bartleby said. "Oh, there's the Chief."

Chief Miller was weaving almost drunkenly down the corridor, rivet gun in one hand and a wild look in his eyes. As he neared us I could see that his uniform had been torn and his nose bloodied.

"Mr. Bartleby! Mr. Wainwright!" he called, "Mutiny has broken out."

"Mutiny?" Bartleby asked.

Miller spat. "It seems that the passengers aren't quite as senseless and docile as Captain Nussbaum had hoped, and a delegation – lead by Ives and his pet Pinkerton – showed up at his cabin demanding answers."

"What did he tell them?" I asked.

"Oh, you know Germans. He dismissed them entirely and ordered them back to their cabins. Americans being Americans you can hazard a guess as to how well that went over."

"Oh dear."

"They're storming the vehicle bay, trying to take the aeroboat. That's where the captain and loyal crew have made their stand."

Bartleby gave me a long look and a sigh. "Very well. No avoiding it now, is there? I'll get my cane. James, go grab a spanner."

"I have a spanner." I always had a spanner.

 

***

 

Captain Nussbaum was in sorry shape when we arrived, leaning heavily against the ship's boat, blood pooling in his boots, but still maintaining a tight grip on his sabre. It was one of the few actual weapons allowed aboard the Rio Grande, likely a relic from the Captain's days in the German Air Corps, and I had no doubt that the man would sooner die than surrender it. Dewit had in his hand a long knife strapped to the handle of a broom, and the Chief still had the pneumatic rivet gun.

The other crewmembers loyal to the Captain had a variety of makeshift weapons – spears made from snapped off broom-handles, belts held like whips or truncheons, lengths of chain. As Bartleby went to see to the captain I stood with the loyal airmen, spanner in hand, eagerly anticipating the brawl to come. 

I am not, by nature, a brutal man, but neither do I shirk from necessary violence. What I take from such physical contests is the same primal purity I find in the engineering development process. The application of force. The breaking of resistance barriers. The stripping away of deceit and social context and all the complications that come with more subtle human interactions. It isn't the bloodshed that I love, it's the physics.

"The Schwein are regrouping," the Captain was telling Bartleby as Dewit bandaged the gash in his side. His accent grew thicker as his blood grew thinner. "Ives and der Pinkerton are heading the mob. Ve cannot resist another assault – Ives and der Pinkerton must be brought low, and der others will lose heart."

"What of Mr. Herbert?"

"Zat coward," Nussbaum spit a reddish globule onto the floor. "He hides mit his family in der cabin. He and his coward son."

I could hear the sound of the rabble mutineers approaching. "Ready, lads."

The loyal airmen were watching me, perhaps unnerved by my anticipatory grin, firming their grips on their weapons. We fanned out through the spacious bay, making a semicircle before the hatch leading back into the Rio Grande proper. We were all that stood between them and the aeroboat.

Bartleby stood by the captain, cane held loosely in his hands.

"I hate this." The Chief checking on the pressure in his rivet gun. A glance told me that it was at its lowest setting – likely not out of concern for the mutineers, who would only be hanged for their betrayal if they survived, but to prevent an accidental hull breech.

There was scant warning before our foes swarmed into the bay, easily twice our numbers, lead by the Pinkerton Johnson with his cudgel. We were ready, and crew clashed against crew and passenger alike. I waded through the crowd, swinging my spanner, uplifted by the satisfactory crunch whenever it broke a wrist or fractured some ribs. 

A cook smashed me across the shin painfully with his pan, and I caught him across the cheek with my spanner, breaking his face. 

A length of chain wielded by a midshipman lashed across my brow, breaking the skin and half-blinding me. I thrust the fork of my spanner into his windpipe, dropping him into a choking huddled mass. 

As the redness dripped down across my eyes I sought not to kill, but to disable by the most efficient way possible. If they died, if they were crippled for life, if they would never father children again, it was all the same to me, their just punishment for daring to declare a mutiny, their just punishment for daring to face me in riotous battle. The laws of science and nature knew no mercy. Neither did I.

 

***

 

"James! James!"

I stopped at Bartleby's familiar voice, the mists receding from the corners of my eyes. I was covered in bruises and blood, some of which was my own. My hands in particular were painted a bright crimson up to the elbows – I had dispensed with my spanner at some point, or lost it, and had been pummelling my foes with my only the weapons I'd been born with.

"Calm yourself, James. They've dispersed."

I dropped the man I'd been throttling and wiped the blood from my brow. None of the loyalists would make eye contact with me save Bartleby, who'd seen it before. A deep shame filtered up from my gut... I don't like to lose control of my faculties like that. I know better. I should be better. "The Pinkerton?"

"Killed, I'm afraid, and beyond our ability to question," Bartleby responded, handing me a ragged towel to clean myself with. "The rest lost heart when Dewit struck him down. His employer Ives wasn't with them – the First Mate is leading a search party to imprison the mutineers and find him."

"The Captain?"

"Alive. Injured, but alive. You – ah, you took the worst of it."

The Captain looked up at me from the pallet he lay upon. "Get that man to sick-bay."

 

***

 

I must have lost a great deal of blood, for my next remembrance is waking up some time later, bandaged and medicated. The drugs they'd given me were halfway effective – they dulled my senses, but didn't seem to moderate the painful throbbing I felt every place I'd been struck. A cloth bandage covered one of my eyes, and my left wrist was in a sling.

"James! You're not dead. Splendid." Bartleby concealed his relief well.

I cocked my head. "The tilt's worsened."

"We've noticed. Listen, they tossed Johnson's room and found a bloodied kerchief and a set of ship's keys. They're fingering him for the murder, but though Ives has copped to the mutiny he maintains that he had no idea about the theft."

"Do you believe him?"

"Yes. I doubt he'd have instigated a mutiny if he knew what was really going on. Oh, and the RAF caught the Grande's distress beacon, and they've sent a ship to help with the evacuation."

"Was Johnson the culprit, then?"

Bartleby was silent, looking down at the knuckles of his hands as they gripped the footboard of my sickbed. He was quiet for a moment, before looking up at me, his jaw set grim.

"No. It wasn't Johnson. It's all too just so, too tidy. He wouldn't have had the access an needed to get to the tools, and he wouldn't have stuck around long enough to risk a mutiny if he had the stabilizer. He wouldn't have dumped the laundry, and he wouldn't have left a bloody kerchief in his room. It most certainly wasn't Johnson." Bartleby took a sip of the glass of water at my bedside. "They haven't found the stabilizer, and while they're assuming Johnson hid it or had some confederate, the killer simply had to have been someone else."

"Who?"

"I don't know. An officer, likely. Dewit, or Miller or maybe even Nussbaum. Unless we catch the culprit with the stabilizer in-hand, there's no way to be sure."

"Blast." I was disappointed and sore. Despite my best intentions I'd taken to this detective lark as a matter of sport, and didn't like the idea of losing a case. Or losing London, for that matter.

"The Metropolitan police are waiting on the ground to search everyone as they are evacuated, in case Johnson had a confederate. We'll catch the culprit." Bartleby likewise sounded ill at ease to not be the one to solve the problem.

"Catch him? We're dead, Bartleby. That's it. They'll never evacuate the ship in time, nor clear out wherever we happen to crash in London."

"The ship's not listing that severely. The RAF plan to evacuate us, and then nudge the Rio Grande out to sea."

"It's not going to matter." I evaluated the ship's tilt. "Listen, the makeshift stabilizer that I crafted isn't going to hold much longer. When it goes, the ship is going to flip, capsize, and crash. We've got an hour at best, and even with the RAF's high altitude craft it'll take twice that to evacuate everyone."

"Bloody hell."

"Indeed." There were worse ways to die, I supposed, though I'd always assumed that it would be an accident in my lab rather than riding a massive bomb down to eradicate the capital of an empire. I wasn't much into geopolitics.

"I'll do my best to get us away with the first set of refugees." Bartleby said. "Do keep quiet about your failure to save us with your makeshift replacement parts."

"Blaming everyone's doom on me, as per the usual," I said.

My partner stifled a grin. "Does come up a bit often, doesn't it?"

"Hardly warranted this time." I smiled back. Bartleby's humor always had a tinge of the gallows to it, but his chatter told me that he held some sort of hope. For what, I couldn't imagine, but I've learned to trust the man. God save me. He had a plan, perhaps, to ensure our survival at the least, and to catch the culprit at the most. Frankly I'd be satisfied with either outcome.

 

***

 

"How's the wrist?"

"Hurts." I blamed the cramped conditions. My wrist was pinned up against the RAF aircraft's hull, and I could feel each and every vibration from its engines down to my marrow.

"Look, James, I'm sorry. This whole thing was a cock-up from the start. If only I'd been a little quicker to suss out the truth of the matter, you'd not have been injured."

"I don't blame you, Bartleby. All we can do is work with the facts as they're presented to us. And I admit, sometimes I overestimate my ability to dish out grievous harm to large groups of heavily armed men. Something I shall be mindful of in the future."

He chuckled. "See that you are. I think our consulting agency has a pleasant dynamic going, and I'd hate to be bothered with replacing you."

"I appreciate the concern." I cocked my head to listen. "He's cleared the bay. Shall we see who our mysterious pilot is?"

"We shall."

Bartleby lifted the hatch above us, and we quietly rose from the storage chamber under the RAF airship's gondola. First Mate Dewit was at the helm, unheedful of our presence until Bartleby spoke.

"Did you get clearance to depart, Mr. Dewit?"

Dewit spun, purloined RAF pistol in hand, only to drop it as Bartleby's cane made contact with his wrist. Bartleby drew back into an en garde stance. "Give it up, Dewit!"

Dewit snarled, pulling the knife from his boot. "You shouldn't have come! I didn't want to kill again!"

"You're killing thousands," I pointed out. "When the Rio Grande crashes into the city..."

"Who cares!" He made a wide swipe at Bartleby, who neatly deflected the blade and rapped his opponent on the knuckles. "It's just bad luck for them. Nobody cares when I'm unlucky, why should I care if a bunch of strangers I'll never meet die?"

"Monstrous." Bartleby lashed out with his cane. 

Dewit ducked and countered with his knife, but Bartleby managed another parry.

"What's monstrous is when a man works and works and works," Dewit snarled, spittle flying from his curled lips, "and loses his pay because of bad investments with men like Ives and Herbert! Again and again! I have a wife, and a child! I need to support them."

"Bad investments aren't an excuse for murder." I manoeuvred around to try and get at his pistol. He kept me at bay with the knife. "Henderson was your friend."

"I didn't know!" he half-sobbed. "Just because I don't care doesn't mean I want them to die. I didn't want to kill Henderson, but he caught me. He was going to go to the Captain, and I'd lose everything again."

Bartleby lashed out with his cane, catching Dewit across the knuckles. The knife fell from his stinging fingers, and Bartleby pushed the advantage, pressing Dewit up against the control console. 

"Why, Dewit? What was so important that you needed to kill Henderson and thousands of innocent strangers?"

"They didn't tell me! They bought my marker. Said they'd forgive my debts if I destroyed the Stabilizer. I didn't know it would crash the ship – I thought it was a navigational aid."

"Who?" Bartleby pressing the broad side of his cane into Dewit's throat, letting up just enough for him to answer.

"Don't... know. They came to me, never said who, but they had my marker. Decided I could double dip, right? Kept the device instead of breaking it like they said. Maybe sell it to Ives or one of Herbert's other competitors."

He gave a mighty shove, knocking Bartleby back, and dove for his gun. I was in motion, too, but – injured as I was – Dewit was faster.

"You didn't have to end up a monster," I growled, watching the gun in his hand. He had his eyes on me, watching as if I were an animal, waiting for me to pounce. "You could have given it up. Returned it to the engine room."

"I wanted to – I tried! But I couldn't get away during the mutiny, and security was on its guard afterward."

"So you'd just leave and let everyone die?" Bartleby asked.

"And what if I did?" he cried, pivoting, trying to keep both me and Bartleby covered with his pistol. "Life is cold, life is harsh, and if you don't watch out for you no one else will. The people who hired me were content with letting me die with the rest of you – why should I care if anyone else lives or dies?"

Seeing the First Mate's attention divided, Bartleby dashed forward, cracked the First Mate across his skull with the cane, knocking him unconscious. "He's got the device here. Find it and let's get back to the Rio Grande."

 

***

 

"We're lucky Dewit was a foolish and greedy man," Bartleby said between sips of champagne. "If he hadn't kept the Stabilizer not only would the Rio have fallen onto the city, but we'd never have caught him."

"Yes," I agreed. My own champagne sat untouched. I don't care for white wine. "But if he wasn't greedy he wouldn't have been in the situation that he found himself in. How does a man sink so far into debt?"

We stood on the aeroport's observation deck. While the Rio Grande had been saved with the stabilizer recovered, neither the crew nor the passengers had felt much like staying aboard until after a full safety inspection. The massive airship had been tugged out to the bay and left tethered, alone, unoccupied, floating like a massive dark cloud over the orange of the rising sun's first slivers.

"We're not all like you, James." Bartleby took my glass and drained it in a single gulp. "To you, money is just another system, one you don't particularly care for, but you're good with systems. If you applied yourself, you could devise a means to amass quite the fortune. But for a man like Dewit... so hungry for that largess, but so clueless as to how to come by it. Apparently he habitually wagered his savings on improbable investments; if he'd simply put his cheques in the bank like a reasonable soul, he'd have amassed a tidy sum instead."

"Hardly interesting."

"I find solvency to be quite enjoyable."

"So do I." Mr. Herbert had joined us with a smile. He handed us cigars. "Thank you, gentlemen. You really saved my name today."

"Not to mention your life." Bartleby tucked his cigar into his pocket. "I'm sorry that your ship's maiden voyage was so eventful."

"Ah, the right kind of eventful! It's a story the people of the United States will love.  Adventure, excitement, danger, and a happy ending. You two stopped the villains and saved the day, and that's great press."

"Ah. Well. I suppose that you're rather grateful, then?"

Frank Herbert chuckled. "No need to beat around the bush, sir. Don't worry, you'll get paid for your services – and then some. You're useful men, and I can always use men who can be trusted to be useful. What do you say you come back with me? Take a retainer?"

"For what?" I'd lived and worked in the man's country previously, and I didn't find it very suiting. A very different sort of engineering culture and climate, one I wasn't keen on entering into again. Sloppy. Undisciplined.

"There are any number of things I might need your assistance with," Herbert said. "It's a competitive business, oligopoly, and in particular the railroads, and many parts of the western continent are still virtually lawless. I need men that can be relied upon."

It sounded dreadful. I lit my cigar. "You're very kind, sir, but I'm afraid I'll have to decline."

"You haven't heard my offer yet!"

"We do appreciate it," Bartleby said, "But my companion is right. We're a bit tethered to London at the moment. We do plan on expanding our operations, of course, but it takes time to establish a practice."

That hadn't been what I'd meant, but I didn't want to insult Mr. Herbert's homeland, so I let it slide.

"I'm sorry to hear that," Herbert said.

"Don't consider it a definite no," Bartleby said. "More of a... 'not at the moment.'"

Herbert smiled. "Fair enough, gentlemen. Fair enough."

On the Trail of the Scissorman

 

Bartleby dropped to one knee next to the recently orphaned boy's bed, hat in his hands, and regarded the child with due seriousness. "Tell me whatever you can recall of the Scissorman."

The child, seated on his bed, back against the wall, turned towards Bartleby and from the doorway I could see in his eyes a sadness beyond reason mixed with a certain dread acceptance. Whatever the boy had witnessed had carved its impression on his soul as deeply as the killer's blades had carved into his parents' flesh. The boy's sole remaining living relative, the uncle that had taken him in and commissioned our assistance, watched with concern.

"He came in through the window." The boy's voice was as flat and empty as his gaze. "He was quiet, but I was awake when he arrived so I saw him. He moved slow and fast at the same time. I don't know how to explain better. At first I thought he was Father Christmas come in July because he was red all over, but then I saw he was thin and curled up. And he smelled. Bad."

"Bad how?" Bartleby asked.

"I don't know. Just bad."

"Alright. Take your time, Henry. Remember what you can." This patience was why Bartleby was the one to interview the child. I would have pressed for data on each of his points – how tall the killer was, what shade of red he'd been, was his smell closer to rotten meat or burning oil – completeness is the basis of soundly constructed research. I'm not good with overly-emotional people, and children tend to be less reserved at the best of times.

The child's voice trembled as he continued. "He looked at me, and I was scared because he had the scissors. Big ones, like daddy's gardening shears. He looked mad, and I thought at first that he was going to get me. But then he just left into the hall. It was quiet for a bit and then mummy and daddy were shouting and I heard it yelling and I ran to see and--"

Bartleby put his arm around the child's shoulder as the boy's voice rose in pitch, pulling him into an embrace. "Shh. Shh. There there, child, it's okay." Tiny sobs emerged as the distraught boy sobbed into Bartleby's shoulder.

"He'd barely even spoken since the police brought him to me," the boy's uncle related quietly. "Never mind the crying. How did your partner get him to open up like that?"

I spoke without shifting my gaze from the pair. "Bartleby is good with children." Bartleby was good with everybody, when he wanted to be. He could manipulate people as easily as an engineer operated a Babbage engine, pulling levers, flipping switches, and bringing forth the outcome he desired. At times I felt as if Bartleby actually saw his fellow man as devices and tools and puzzles, the same way that I approached mechanisms. I didn't know whether that was better or worse than my own social inadequacies. 

 

***

 

"Poor boy is in for a rough life." I exited the middle class townhouse and waited on the walk while Bartleby retrieved his waistcoat. "Left alone with a bachelor uncle barely older than he is. A boy needs a father to raise him properly."

"Like the fathers we had, James?" Bartleby asked. "Like my father, a drunken wastrel who squandered the family's fortune until I had him declared unfit?"

"You turned out all right."

"Or perhaps like your father, the brute who exploited you and essentially enslaved your talent until you did an end run around him to get yourself an apprenticeship with the Royal Academy of Engineers and Artificers?"

"Our fathers are poor examples," I pulled the cigar from his breast pocket and clipped the tip off. "But we turned out well."

"Did we now?" Bartleby took the cigar back.

"Considering. And Henry's father wasn't a monster."

Bartleby stopped and looked back at the house for a moment, quietly pensive, while I flagged down a hansom cab. "I wouldn't be so sure."

"Of what?" I took advantage of his distraction to steal his cigar again. Frank Herbert had been a bit of a greedy imbecile, but his taste in cigars matched my own.

"Listen, I'm not saying that the boy is better off orphaned. His family was brutally murdered in front of him, there's no denying that he'd have been best served if that hadn't been. But there was a certain lividity to his face – bruises that hadn't entirely healed where one might cuff a child--"

"Fathers hit," I lit the cigar. "It's what they do."

"Discipline doesn't leave bruises. Beatings do."

I was silent at that, climbing into the cab. Poor child, but beyond the matter of the case – it was best not to become too involved, and with the matter of the father's death, pointless at any rate. I'd have to watch out for Bartleby; the man had the tendency to become emotionally invested when deeply engaged.

"Where to, gentlemen?" the driver asked.

"Scotland Yard." Bartleby entered beside me. "Not that we can expect much cooperation from the Met."

 

***

 

While I share Bartleby's low opinion of the Metropolitan Police, I do enjoy a visit to Scotland Yard. With assistance from a number of local inventors and engineers (including yours truly) the Criminal Investigation Division had rapidly grown into the world's premiere forensics unit. While I enjoyed, of course, seeing the fruits of my labours being put to good use, I always relished the opportunity to examine my peers' creations, even if only to discern how I could improve upon their work.

"Well, well, look who it is, lads," Inspector Abel stood and greeted us as we entered. He was a large man, a good bit taller than Bartleby and as broadly built as I, always dressed impeccably in his uniform. "Bartleby and James, London's darlings, here to do our jobs for us again. Where would we poor Metropolitan Police be without the likes of private consultants like the pair of you to guide us through our investigations?"

I detected sarcasm. The scowls and chuckles from his peers and co-workers indicated that there may have been some resentment building towards us for some time. The Home Office had bypassed the Met in hiring us several months ago to deal with an assassin that had been evading capture via conventional investigation, and the local broadsheets had decided to start running angles on the uselessness of the police and on the utility of consulting agencies such as ours. Needless to say it hadn't endeared us with the boys of New Scotland Yard.

The fact that we'd literally saved London from a massive hydrogen explosion caused by a floundering airship hadn't bought us any respect. If anything, they only seemed to resent us all the more.

"Struggling, probably." Bartleby sounded bored, examining the non-existent dirt under his fingernails. As I've said, he can be good with people when he desires. When he does not he can take a certain sadistic enjoyment in toying with them.

Abel slapped a rolled up newspaper into Bartleby's chest. Our pictures were splashed across the front, along with the headline: 'CONSULTANTS TO BAIL OUT SCOTLAND YARD AGAIN'. The sub-heading read : 'WITH FRIENDS LIKE THESE WHO NEEDS COPPERS?'  

Vulgar argot aside, I felt the need to mollify the inspector. "We told them that your assistance  in the matter of the Spider's capture was instrumental in--"

"We don't need your charity with the press," Inspector Abel scowled. "Or for you to do our jobs for us."

"Then perhaps you'd better start doing them yourselves," Bartleby said. "We're not here for you, at any rate – just deliver any files pertaining to the Scissorman and we'll be on our merry way."

"Just our files?" Abel snorted. "What, now, is the CID at your disposal, Mr. Bartleby? You're not on the city's dime for this one. I'm under no compulsion to give you a bloody thing."

"You don't have to give us anything, Inspector." Bartleby advanced on the larger man, looking almost puny in comparison. "You're well within your rights to send us away empty handed. In fact, I'd expect nothing less from the likes of you."

"Then I dare say you'll be on your way." Abel grinned, visibly relaxing into a certain satisfaction.

"I've had our hansom wait out front. Its driver is ready to take us to Downing Street. The Home Office – and by Home Office I of course mean Viscount Gladstone – owes us a favour. A favour from the Home Secretary is a valuable thing, not to be squandered on trivialities. Should I find myself forced to waste such a boon for such simple cooperation, you can assure yourself – and your men – that I'll get my pence worth for it by ensuring that the parties responsible serve very short careers."

As Bartleby spoke Inspector Abel's look of smugness had gradually transformed into a grimace, his ruddy face paling. The other officers had very carefully lost interest in the exchange, turning their attentions back to whatever it was they were working on. Abel stared down into Bartleby's eyes for a few tense heartbeats, and for a moment I thought he was actually going to take a swing at him. The big man's fists unclenched and he turned to his desk, returning with a bundle of documents.

"Here," he said.

"Thank you," Bartleby gave a small bow. "That wasn't so difficult, was it? Manners, James. Manners make the world go round. Even a stiff lout like Abel understands the value of a constructive working relationship."

"Let's be off, Bartleby." I hadn't ruled out the possibility of Abel sacrificing his career to choke the life out of Alton Bartleby.

From the increasingly dark gazes Abel was casting him, it looked like he hadn't ruled it out either. "Get out."

"Fare thee well," Bartleby half-waved as I ushered him out the door.

 

***

 

Back in the cab Bartleby handed me a portion of the sheaf of papers. "Here you are, James, good man. These are the forensic reports from the bodies that have been recovered."

I took them eagerly. The broadsheets had been lurid in their descriptions of the bodies' mutilations, but they had zero accountability when it came to accuracy. Bartleby looked a little taken aback at my gusto, but he can't help it. Not everyone can reduce the concept of a body to a mere machine of flesh and blood, stripping from it the connotations of humanity.

"While you pore through those I'll go over the incident reports, witness interviews, and crime scene analysis. Such as they are." He flipped through several pages. "Too much to hope, I suppose, that these buffoons would take adequate notes. Still, we'll make do with what we have."

 

***

 

The forensic specialist's reports on the conditions of the remains were as fascinating as I'd hoped. I'm no medical doctor and certainly not a pathologist, but I do have an understanding of how human physiology functions. Each victim had suffered a massive degree of trauma. Limbs had been sheared off, torsos dismembered, heads decapitated with tremendous force. The weapon used had been sharp, but the sheer strength employed was beyond the pale for a normal man.

"Do you suppose we're dealing with another clockwork automaton?" Bartleby asked, setting the tea service on the parlour table.

"It's hardly likely. Clockworks are fast and precise, but not typically capable of applying this level of steady force. The specialist's report concludes that the Scissorman literally used his weapon to snip off parts of his victims, some while they were still alive."

"Horrible!" He kept his eyes steady on the cup that he was pouring me.

"Worse yet, it states that the killer kept portions of his victims for some nefarious purpose. About a third of the mass from each murder I'd estimate." 

"God, James, when you call it 'mass' like that it sounds so–"

"So much easier to discuss?" I added a precisely calibrated teaspoon of sugar to my cup.

"Vulgar."

"All we are is meat, Bartleby. Flesh and bone."

"What of the soul?" Bartleby poured his own cup.

"Oh, do grow up." 

"I'm serious. There's something indefinable that separates man from the animals."

I spoke with a slight singsong while pouring a dollop of cream into my cup. "A sense of pretension about it, perhaps. Delusions of gods, of spirits, of magic and other humbug."

"Good Lord, James." Bartleby looked annoyed, but knew better than to argue. "Your scepticism is dreadfully aggravating at times."

"That scepticism is what makes me a proficient man of science."

"If you insist."

"Let's stick to the matter at hand," I said, bored with ontology. "We know he's tremendously strong. We know he takes trophies."

Bartleby paused for a sip of tea before offering his own thoughts. "We know he knows we're after him."

"We do?"

"The broadsheets," Bartleby reminded me. "We're all over the front pages in connection with the case."

I considered the matter, breaking a cucumber slice in half. "Well, then. Do you suppose he'll come after us?"

"I would."

"Comforting."

"It's plain that the Met can't catch him," Bartleby reasoned. "We caught the Spider. We'll catch the Scissorman. So if he's an adversary worth facing he'll come after us tonight."

"I see. In the case that he's a galvanic clockwork automaton I'll set up the audio device again."

"Better safe than sorry."

"What's our next step?"

"Next we conduct a personal investigation. The Met's reports are next to worthless. I'll proceed to interview the witnesses again. You should revisit the crime scenes. Quite likely that the CID missed something."

 

***

 

After tea I made my way to the East End of London. Up until the latest slayings, the Scissorman's victims had been families in lower-income areas, Spitalfields and Whitechapel, murdered in smaller homes and apartments whose landlords had not bothered to re-fasten the doors after the Met had left. As expected, the first two homes were stripped almost bare by their neighbours, anything of value taken and re-purposed by someone else. This didn't bother me  overmuch – I'd rather see something scrounged than left alone in an abandoned home, and the Scissorman didn't appear to be interested in interacting with the furnishings.

I took the opportunity to test out one of my latest inventions, Forensic N-Viewers. The goggles' frames contained a phosphorous mercury fluid that refracted off of the lead-treated lenses to create a particular glow that picked up various intensities of N-ray. Blood in particular has a powerful N-ray signature, even after it's been cleaned up, and thus I would be able to get a certain impression of the murder scenes long after the bodies had been carted away. Everything viewed through the N-Viewers was treated with a pale green glow – an unfortunate side effect of the phosphorous in the mercury that meant I would have to remove them should detail work be called for.

My first few investigations followed the same general pattern. The parents' bedrooms were liberally splattered with blood-signatures from the murdered, in patterns indicating that they had been alive and struggling when dismembered. The Scissorman always seemed to enter and leave through the surviving child's bedroom window, as indicated by the N-Ray trail that the bloody limbs had left. A less scientific man would have found the demeanour of these houses – dark, empty, abandoned – eerie in the phosphorous glow of the N-Viewers, but my attention was focused elsewhere. A different sort of N-Ray signature had been left by the killer. It wasn't an impression left by blood or anything physical, just a strange cloud left in the air where he'd traversed, visible only through my Forensic Viewers. It dispersed into the general background N-ray emanations once I'd left the confines of the victims' homes, but within the walls of the house it billowed like smoke.

It was an energy, but nothing like that left by the living. I would have to ponder its meaning.

The third murder site I visited wasn't a home proper, but instead a workhouse inhabited by a family of Chinese immigrants on the Whitechapel/Spitalfields border. Though it had been temporarily shut down for the duration of the Met's investigation, its owners had had the good sense to lock up in the mean time. Prying off the chains securing the front doors allowed me access onto the workroom floor, a massive chamber housing a number of clockwork looms and dying apparatus. There were small traces of N-Ray emanations dotted among the equipment, though from spilt blood, sweat, or tears I could not be certain. I saw nothing that indicated the site of a multiple murder, so I pressed inward, covering my nose with my handkerchief against the cloying, stinging stench of lye.

The interior of the workshop was nearly pitch dark, and I had nought but the dull green glow of my Forensic N-Viewers to guide me. The storeroom beyond the workroom was cluttered with spare parts for the autolooms, bundles of cloth, bins of thread, and racks of completed garments. It was here that the murdered family had spent their lives, and as I hunted for the tell-tale N-Ray cloud that my quarry had left behind I could not help but feel like a voyeur sifting through the relics of a forgotten people.

As I moved slowly through the green-tinted darkness, manoeuvring between great drop-cloths used as dividers, I caught sight of the Scissorman's trail. I followed his dim billowing N-Radiation cloud through what felt like a labyrinth, until I reached several drop-cloths arranged into what looked like living quarters – a beat up old rug had been placed in the centre of the area, under a discarded table holding a cheap and unwashed tea service. An unlit lantern sat in the corner amongst scattered matches, and what little furnishings remained had been smashed to pieces in the melee that had ended the inhabitants' lives. 

The entire area – drop clothes, walls, floor – was splattered in N-Ray residue, and I realised by the intensity of the emanations that the blood itself yet remained. I collected a sample, more out of habit than anything else, and noticed that some of the Scissorman's cloud was particularly dense around one of the dividing drop-cloths. From it I collected another bit of residue, and realised that the killer had to have brushed past when he made his egress. It was slick, and smelled heavily of ammonia... no. Formaldehyde. 

A sudden brightness on the periphery of my vision caught my attention. A spot of green, moving through the darkness, visible only through my Forensic Viewers. Whatever it was, was several sheets away still, off in the storeroom. With an N-Ray luminosity like that, it had to be a living being. Was it one of the workers? A burglar? The Scissorman?  

I grabbed a pair of fabric scissors, the closest weapon I could approximate, and cursed myself for having left my spanner in my workshop. I crouched and slowly made my way through the drop-cloths, closer and closer to the N-Ray signature, ready to defend myself should the situation require it. As the last cloth parted before my hand I poised to strike, ready to bring the scissors down through yielding flesh with all the force I could muster.

The girl  screamed at me in the darkness with  wide, terrified eyes, curling  up in the corner behind some baskets.  She was tiny thing, small even for her age, and looked malnourished.  The dressing gown she wore was a tattered mess, and dirt and dust smudged her face. I realised that with the scissors I carried and the green glow of my N-Ray goggles I must have looked a fright, and quickly put the improvised weapon aside.

 

***

 

"That makes far more sense then." Bartleby watched with satisfaction as our guest devoured her third bowl of stew. "The workhouse murder didn't quite fit the killer's pattern; there was no orphan left behind. This girl must have hidden from the police, from the owners, from everyone until you found her."

"She was well hidden," I acknowledged. I sat across from the girl, a little astounded at her gusto. I was aware that she probably hadn't eaten since her family had been killed, but it was still a mystery  as to where she was putting it all away. "But now, what do we do with her?"

"I haven't the foggiest, James. You're the one who brought her home with you."

"Well, I couldn't just leave her." I poured the girl some tea. She seemed to have gotten over her initial fear now that  she had a stomach full of food and could finally see me in the light. 

"謝謝你的茶，老總." She smiled up at me gratefully.

"I doubt we'll get much information from her," Bartleby said. "Unless you've got some sort of Chinese to English translation device."

"Don't be absurd." Though upon reflection I could think of a few ways it could be done with a small Babbage engine to interpret and catalogue phonetic variations and a comprehensive set of wax cylinders to play back samples of speech. It would be a simple enough variation on the Sonic Galvanic Disruptor, though the complexity of the Chinese language would require a significant storage space. Perhaps if we dug out a sub-cellar to my workshop...

 "James? Focus, James."

"Hmm? Oh, yes."

"I could ask Aldora to translate. I'm fairly certain that Chinese is one of the languages she's proficient with. Dear me, James! Such a face you make."

"You know we don't get along."

"You're both quite ridiculous about it."

"It isn't my fault," I said. "The woman doesn't approve of me."

"Now, you don't know that."

"She says it all the time." I cut the girl a slice of bread. "She said it at last Sunday's brunch."

"Well, unless you know any Chinese engineers--"

"None that would take the time away from their workshops for this."

"Then we'll take her to see Aldora tomorrow."

 

***

 

"So what did you discover during the course of your investigations, besides a little girl?" Bartleby asked after supper had been cleared away. He'd rolled his sleeves up and was drawing our orphan a bath.

"它看起來像一隻天鵝，但它不是一隻天鵝!" the girl exclaimed, reaching out and touching the bath's swan-styled faucet,  smiling at me in delight. I stopped to smile back before responding.

"I collected some biological samples from the victims."  I said, reaching into my breast pocket.

Bartleby was quick to stay my hand, throwing a glance towards the girl in the tub.

I nodded absently. "More importantly, though, I found some residue left by the killer."

"What sort of residue?"

"I haven't examined it yet, but I think it may be a preservative of some sort. For his trophies, perhaps."

"Distracted by your guest? I must say, James – I was a bit taken aback when you returned to the upstairs instead of just retreating into your lab upon returning."

"First things first, Bartleby."

The girl dipped fingers into the tub. "水是溫暖!" she exclaimed, looking up at us with awe and wonder.

"Yes, warm," I agreed. A good deal of the conveniences I'd rigged up around the house ran on steam power, and the runoff was collected for the plumbing and redistributed.

Bartleby laughed. "Putting a child's welfare above your research?"

"I'm not inhuman, Bartleby."

"No, of course not. You seem quite taken. You could have just dumped her in my lap and retreated to your lair to work undisturbed."

I frowned. He was right – my research should take precedence. All the same, I felt a certain sense of responsibility to the girl, at least until we found someone to take her in. I hadn't been an orphan myself, but I knew all too well what it was like to grow up alone, without anyone looking after your interests. My father had been present but uninvolved, and I knew the value of small kindnesses. With what the girl had been through she could use them. Wordlessly, I lifted the girl and placed her in the warm water.

"飛濺!" The girl splashed at the tub's warm water in delight, sending droplets across my face and chest. "飛濺飛濺飛濺! 我是鴨子!"

 I gave a slight laugh, then turned back to the matter at hand. "Have you discovered anything pertinent through your own enquiries?"

"Perhaps," Bartleby said, pouring some bath salts into the water. "None of the witnesses I contacted could tell me much more than what was in the police reports. These surviving children are traumatised or in denial – honestly this girl seems the best adjusted out of the bunch."

"Is her name in the files?"

"No, sadly. Unable to find a sign of her the police simply noted that there hadn't been any survivors, and that gnawed at me – a break in the pattern. Now it makes a little more sense... this Scissorman is somehow tied to these children."

 A sudden cold realisation sunk into me. "It's not safe for her here.  The killer is going to come here, come after us. I don't want to expose her to that again."

"Agreed. We can turn her over to the police and they can place her somewhere after we have Aldora ask her some questions."

I wasn't fond of that course, but was unable to come up with anything better. "This Scissorman, Bartleby. The N-Ray trail he left behind. Whatever he is, he's more or less than human."

"More or less?"

I nodded. "I can't say more than that."

"I'll bear it in mind. I've got some ideas rolling around in my head. It's all gelling. Perhaps this girl's testimony and the residue you've collected will be the missing pieces I need." Bartleby's mind was a beautiful thing, capable of gathering and correlating disparate data into elegant conclusions, almost intuitively. Mental processes that came to others only with effort were second nature to him, and even the Old Man had complemented him on his deductive reasoning. He'd been pleased at that, and requested a certificate be made up. The Great Detective had respectfully declined.

 

***

 

After we finished bathing the girl we dressed her in one of Bartleby's nightshirts and I carried her to the hall. It had been a while since it had been more than the pair of us in his ancestral home, but there were guest-rooms to spare. In their day Bartleby's family had been one of the more powerful and influential in London, and with his grasp of social currents and finances they were well back on their way to prominence. The fact that he'd effectively exiled the rest of his family to the Americas had helped their fortunes as well.

I lay the girl down in one of the guest-rooms while Bartleby departed to stoke the hearth.

"你會從壞男人我安全?" she asked sleepily, arms around my neck.

"Sleep, little one," I told her. "You're safe now."

"你是個好人."

For a moment I felt a tinge of sadness and rage. This girl – this poor, sweet girl – had had her world ripped from her by an inhuman monster. Her future was not particularly bright, either – she'd likely be shipped off to a new workhouse or an orphanage. Most Britons had little desire to adopt foreign children. Perhaps Bartleby could find something better for her. The helplessness I felt was heavy on my shoulders – I am a mechanic. I know machines and can fix mechanical problems. These things – social issues, emotional trauma – they were complicated, and beyond my expertise.

A sudden crash came from the parlour, followed by a cry of pain from my partner.

"不! 壞男人!"  The girl sat up trembling, she looked to me with tears in her eyes.

"Wait here!" I said, grabbing the candlestick from the top of the guest-room's wardrobe. Closing the door behind me I hurried back towards the sounds of commotion, knowing that it was too late, knowing that the killer, the Scissorman, had already arrived. For all I knew he had already made an end of poor Bartleby.

If it had been standing the creature would have been easily seven feet tall. A crude mockery of a man, it was thin and gnarled, hunched over, shoulders bunched up near its ears, long limbs almost dragging along the floor. Most of its body was wrapped tightly in buckled leather straps, tinted red with dried and crusted blood; what flesh was visible through its gaps was mottled and grey, pitted and pocked. The creature's eyes were cold black empty pits. I could almost feel the hatred emanating from them, directed towards Bartleby, who held the creature at bay with the shattered remains of an end-table. Worst of all were the fiend's long jointed fingers, clutching an over-sized pair of wickedly sharp gardening shears. 

As I reached the doorway it reached out, its fingers grasping, and grabbed the end of Bartleby's table. The creature was ungainly, clumsy, inelegant, but very fast – I could scarcely track its movement as it slammed the table back into Bartleby's chest with tremendous force, knocking him back over the parlour couch. With a roar I was in motion, vaulting across the parlour floor to swing my candlestick in a wide arc toward the Scissorman's back.

Time seemed to slow into a molasses flow as the beast turned, moving to catch the candlestick's impact on its forearm. I felt a give, heard the crunch, knew from the force and acceleration that I'd employed that the killer's forearm must be shattered, but it did not recoil, did not react, did not pause. I felt its hideous clammy and disjointed fingers clasp around my neck and was lifted off my feet, hurled through the air. I am a large man, powerful and broadly built, but it tossed me as easily as if I were a child. The impact when I hit the fireplace's mantle was tremendous, cracking the marble with my shoulder-blades and feeling something shift in my spine.

I was stunned by the pain, and all of the sudden it was upon me, its scissors' sharp blades slicing into my flesh, snipping at my face. I raised an arm to ward it off and felt a scarlet pain as the cold steel parted my flesh as the blades' tips slashed the back of my hand. I twisted aside at the last moment, turning what would have been amputation into a severe laceration. My uninjured hand found the handle of the fireplace's poker, which I brought against the beast's wrist with a savage ferocity. It recoiled with an inhuman cry of rage and pain, backing up just enough that I was able to rise and face it. If I am to die it will be on my feet, not on my back.

It shook its wrist with a snap several times and I could hear the joint pop back into place. Its head swivelled back towards me again before it attacked, howling, and I launched myself at it with an answering cry. It raised its scissors high but I came in low, driving the sharp end of the iron poker in and up under its ribs, between the edges of its leather wrappings. It drove deep into where the creature's heart would have been, and I shoved as hard as I could, bringing my grimace right up alongside its fetid countenance.

Its black pits stared into my rage-filled eyes and, slowly, it grinned.

I felt its long arms slither around me, moving with an inhuman flexibility, holding on too tightly to allow me to withdraw the poker from its chest. It drew its head back with a ghastly grin and brought its broad forehead down on my face, again and again, like a steam-hammer, breaking my nose and cracking one of my teeth. I clung as tenaciously to consciousness as I could, but felt the strength fleeing my body as I slumped to the ground. My left eye had swollen shut, but I watched with my right as the killer dismissed me and turned back towards Bartleby, who had recovered and grabbed one of the ceremonial rapiers crossing his family crest off of the wall. Idiot. Even if it wasn't decorative, piercing the creature was as useless as sticking pins into dead flesh.

And with that, I knew it for what it was.

Lacking the strength to call out I could but watch as Bartleby deftly avoided the creature's grab, countering with his blade, stabbing at organs once vital but now atrophied. Bartleby was fast and skilled, but the melee's conclusion was foregone. The world spun as I rolled to my side, blood from my injured hand and smashed nose splattering onto the parlour's tiled floor. I stared at it, focusing, and when I looked up I saw the girl from the workhouse standing in the doorway, staring at me.

"No," was all I could manage, terror welling in my breast. This beast could kill me, kill Bartleby, but I couldn't bear to see it hurt  the girl.

I heard a crash and looked to see that the creature had rushed Bartleby, his rapier sticking uselessly out of its hip. The killer had smashed him up against the wall, slamming him into the plaster, again and again, battering my poor partner. I looked back towards the girl, who had stepped into the room.

"Run!" I pleaded with her.

The creature heard my cry and whirled, dropping Bartleby into a heap at its feet. It watched the girl as she ran towards me, and started after us. The girl threw her arms around me, tears pouring down her face.

"離開他吧!" she shouted at it. "走開壞男人!"

It faltered in its stride, the scissors in its hands lowering slightly, an unreadable expression on its monstrous face. I pulled the girl behind me and slipped in the pool of my blood as I scrambled to my knees. I held the poker in my hand, rage and a protective impulse devouring my sense of self-preservation, and bared my teeth at the devil facing me.

"Come then!" I bellowed, barely articulate. "End this!"

It half-moved towards us again, staring with its cold dark eyes, its face twisting and contorting. Its gnarled hands gripped the sides of its head and it threw its head back, screaming in sorrow and frustration. Moments later it was gone, back out the shattered parlour window, into the night.

The adrenaline left my body and I half collapsed, knee skidding in blood. I checked on the girl: crying, terrified, but unharmed. I pulled her into an embrace, letting her sob into me, letting the fear leech from her body, knowing darkly that there wasn't actually anything I could do to make her safe, keep her protected. Knowing that, for now, the illusion of security was enough.

 

***

 

"How exactly is it that we're not dead?" Bartleby asked upon regaining consciousness. The creature had battered him hard, but it looked like no permanent damage had been done. His shoulder had dislocated but I'd gotten the worst of the attack.

"I'm not sure." I'd brought Bartleby to his bed while he was unconscious, and the girl was curled up alongside him, exhaustion finally defeating terror. "I know what it was, now. Galvanic Resurrection."

"Good Lord."

"Quite the contrary."

"Like the Spider?" He asked, referring to the assassin we'd caught some months before.

"Not exactly. The Spider was mostly clockwork, with a human brain and spinal column taking the place of the Babbage engine. This is different. This is the reanimation of dead tissue."

"I'd thought such necromancy was banned?"

"Galvanism is prohibited by the Ingolstadt Convention as a crime against humanity, but it still happens. The Royal Guild of Engineers and Artificers denounces it, but research continues in secret. This explains the N-Ray signature I'd found – obviously the Galvanisation process has some impact on the N-Radiation organic bodies give off."

"That doesn't explain... anything, really. Why would a Galvanic Resurrection be killing families? And why would it leave us alive?"

"I don't know. It's a forbidden technology, and not one that I've studied." Biology wasn't of much interest to me.

"Blast." Bartleby sounded bitter. "Know of any alumnus who might know how these things act?"

"No alum," I hesitated. "But there is a man. If you're willing to deal with the devil."

"I think that when one is fighting devils, one cannot be too picky about one's allies."

"You remember that you said that. We can meet with him tomorrow. The girl will be safe with Aldora."

"Good, good." He closed his eyes momentarily, then fixed them to my gaze. "Good heavens, James, your face. Should we send for a physician?"

"Not necessary. I'll heal. Go to sleep."

 

***

 

We met with the Genevese doctor at his place of residence, the Tower of London.

"They actually keep people here?" Bartleby marvelled. "I'd assumed it was all for tourists."

"We do house a few very special personages." Johnson removed the ring of keys from his belt to unlock the sturdy iron door before us. He was a crude man, base and earthy, beloved of gallows humour. "Guests of the Empire, you might say."

Bringing young Apprentices to the Tower was a RGEA tradition, a warning disguised as a field trip. The Empire kept prisoners there, prisoners too dangerous to be allowed free congress with the outside world. Some of them were anarchists and political agitators, but the ones we were shown were those whose misuse of science had put the world itself in danger. I am fairly certain that many of my fellow students took the trip not as a cautionary tale, but rather as proof that with science anything was possible... and, in some cases, should be. Many of us had arrangements with Johnson, paying him a tidy sum for access to the brilliant but twisted minds kept in the Tower. The man we were to visit was one such luminary – widely considered to be the father of modern Galvanic sciences. Widely considered to be dead.

The cell door opened resentfully, perhaps trying to protect the world from the wretch living within. The thought of what he'd done – of the sorrow his research had unleashed upon the world, and for such petty, selfish reasons – I decided to let Bartleby do the talking, fairly certain that I'd be telegraphic in my contempt.

The wretch we were to visit was kept manacled to his bed by short chains. The cell contained little else beyond a simple stool, beyond the reach the chains allowed, provided for the convenience of the prisoner's infrequent visitors. Some of the Tower's guests were permitted reading materials or even paper to work out theories with, but not this one. Not this man.

"Don't get to close," Johnson grinned, motioning us in past him. "This one's a biter. Just pound on the door when you're ready to leave."

Bartleby sat on the stool that was the room's only other furnishing, regarding our host silently while I remained, leaning, against the door. The doctor was wizened, ancient, shrunken into his simple prisoner's linens. Rheumy eyes slowly opened, acknowledgement that we were there, but he didn't speak.

"They said that you were dead," Bartleby stated.

The doctor spoke in a voice soft yet strong, rusty with disuse. "They lied."

His eyes opened a little wider, and he craned his neck in our direction. "They always lie. Walton lied. Shelly lied. Made a better story if I died of pneumonia. More mortal. More moral."

"You laugh. Morality amuses you?"

"At my age everything amuses me, boy. They've kept me in this tower for... what year is it?"

"Nineteen-Hundred and Seven."

"That so?" His face soured. "I so wish death would hurry on and come collect me. There's not much left for me but waiting, now. I keep trying to call him, but the hurensohn won't let me die."

"We have something that might make you useful..."

The doctor frowned. "Getting to the point? Good. I only get a few visitors each year, but they always hem and haw and waste time making small talk. I don't care. They think they're doing me a favour, poor poor Victor locked up all alone. Arschlochen. Like I want your pithy words. I don't want to be useful. I just want to die."

"Someone's built a Galvanic Resurrection."

The revelation didn't seem to surprise the doctor. "Of course they have. Why else would anyone come to see Victor?"

Bartleby's composure slipped. "This... happens often?"

"Often?" Victor considered. "Often enough. They come to ask me for help several times a year. Like I have some special insight into the things."

"Well, you were the first."

"Would that I was the last. Let me tell you a secret, boy. I have learnt more about the Resurrected from people like you coming to beg for my help than I ever did in my experiments. So. Enlighten me, and I will enlighten you."

Disquieted by the apparent prevalence of the Galvanic, Bartleby related what we'd discovered of the Scissorman. His murderous habits. His behaviour when he came for us. Victor listened to it all quietly, and remained silent for some time after. I had to restrain him from giving the old man a nudge, bearing in mind Johnson's warnings of the old man's mastication habits.

The old man finally opened his eyes, fixing Bartleby with a steely gaze. "I will tell you three truths, and in exchange you will kill me."

"I'm not going to kill you," Bartleby scoffed.

"You are like the Great Detective," Victor said. "I can see it in your eyes. You put things together. The third thing I will tell you. I told him, and he revealed that if was not a better man he would have killed me. You? You are not as good a man."

"I am not going to kill you."

"We will see. The first thing I tell you is that the Resurrectionist who created this Scissorman is not done yet. This is why he kills. He is bringing parts to his creator. His creator has discovered what I had discovered – that he has failed. The stench you described is indeed formaldehyde, but it is not the Resurrected's flesh. His creator thinks that with fresher, better preserved body parts he will succeed. He is wrong. So, the first truth is that the Scissorman has been tasked with the collection of body-parts.

"The second truth is the nature of the Resurrected. They are childlike, but they are not children. They are not men. They are not aware in the same way that we are aware. They exist in a dreamlike state of impulse, instinct, and emotion. Strong is the impulse to obey their creators, but there are others. Other impulses that may prove stronger. That was the hard lesson I learnt. That is half the reason I am here."

"And the third thing?" Bartleby asked. "The thing that will make me kill you?"

Victor had gotten visibly agitated as he spoke, shifting on his mattress, rubbing his fingertips together. "Oh. Oh my yes. So long I have waited."

"Let's go, Bartleby," I said. 

"No. No, I want to hear this."

"The other reason I am here. The reason they keep me alive. Why your government locks me up and did not let me die. Firstly, it was not to provide my wisdom to seekers like yourself."

"Then what--" Bartleby began.

"Secondly, it is done. They don't need me for it anymore. I completed the task they needed me for eight years ago."

"Eight years--" Bartleby stopped, his face suddenly blank, his eyes wide. His cogitating look. He sat silent and still for almost an entire minute, running through the permutations of what he'd been told, making connections, eliminating possibilities. Alton Bartleby is a subtle man and I am not the greatest diviner of human expression, but live and work with anyone for long enough and you pick up on their tells. His face cycled through small changes indicating confusion, surprise, terror, disgust, and finally settling on rage.

"No!" he roared, leaping up from his stool, knocking it back over. 

He leapt up onto Victor before I could stop him, kicking his heel into the man's face and chest.

"No!" he repeated in desperate denial, a sorrow and frustration I'd never heard in his voice before. "No! No! No! No! No!"

Each denial was punctuated by a wet crunch as my partner beat the aged Victor Von Frankenstein halfway to death. I reacted as quickly as I could, pulling Bartleby off of the old man, holding him at bay while he struggled to relaunch himself. Whatever it was that he had figured out was so wrong, so obscene that it had turned my cool and collected partner into a raving madman.

"Finish me!" the old man begged. "End me!"

Bartleby slipped free from my grasp enough to point an accusatory finger at the doctor. "No! No! No, you monster! You live! You live with what you've done!"

I let go, and Bartleby straightened his waistcoat, a snarl on his lips.

"You live and you know that you've done it, what you've done, and what it means. You live every day while your jailers keep you alive, trotting you out like a museum exhibit when they need you, bringing you back and letting you stay in this dark dreary room."

"You know!" Victor begged, struggling to get back up. "You know why I have to die! You know what I did!"

"I know," Bartleby's voice was low and full of icy venom. "And I know that when you do die, when your old black heart finally gives up, when your wretched lungs draw their last breath – I know that they'll do it to you, too."

"Please!"

"And that's why I'm going to let you live."

With that, Bartleby knocked on the door and Johnson returned to let us out, Victor crying in his bed all the while. The sound of his wailing followed us all the way to the base of the Tower, and I fancied I could hear it even as we reached the street. When we'd reached our coach, Bartleby stopped and spoke. Not to me, but to the air, as if addressing the world.

"Don't ask me. Don't ask me what he did or by God I'll tell you and you'll hate yourself forever for not letting me beat the poor old bastard to death."

I nodded. I trusted Bartleby. God help me.

 

***

 

We rode back to the townhouse in silence, Bartleby lost in thought on his side of the carriage. I knew better than to disturb him – whatever Victor Von Frankenstein had shared with him was weighing heavily on his mind. As we neared home, he sat up a bit more attentively, staring out the window, gloved hands moving on his walking stick, tapping a staccato rhythm. His lips moved silently, and the causal map that his mind was constructing out of the case's data was almost visible in the air before him. We were but halfway home before Bartleby suddenly called for the driver to stop.

"I've got something to see to," was all the explanation he would offer me. "See you tonight."

I sat back in frustration, watching him disappear into the afternoon. I contemplated returning home when a better idea struck me. "Driver. St. John's Wood."

Aldora met me in the drawing room of her family's estate, a neutral expression on her face. "Where's Alton?"

"Wandered off. Working."

She nodded, understanding her fiancé's ways. "Are you here to see Xin?"

"Who?"

"The little girl. Xin Yan."

"That's her name?" Xin Yan. I liked how it sounded.

"Yes, Mr. Wainwright."

"Then, yes."

She lead me to a playroom where Xin Yan was playing with a set of building blocks and talking to herself in melodic Chinese. When she noticed me in the doorway she rushed over and hugged my legs. "你還活著, 你還活著, 你還活著, 你不能死!"

"She's happy to see you." Aldora translated, though I could certainly infer that on my own. "Happy that you're okay."

"Tell her that I'm happy to see her, too."

"他很高興看到你."

Xin Yan didn't respond, burying her face into my side.

"She seems quite attached."

I picked her up, carrying her over to her blocks. "Can you ask her what she's building here?"

"什麼是你?"

"我們房子住!" Xin Yan cheerfully replied. She pointed at one part of it. "老房子壞了!"

"She's making a house for the two of you to live in. Because your old home was destroyed?"

I chuckled.  We continued like that for a while, Xin Yan showing me different parts of the playroom, asking me questions, Aldora translating the answers, until I noticed that it had grown dark.

"Are you going to be staying for supper?" Aldora asked. It was, perhaps, the first time she'd extended an invitation to me that wasn't entirely out of courtesy.

"No." I put Xin down. "I need to rejoin Bartleby. We need to put this business to an end."

The little girl stopped me as I turned towards the door. "你要來找我?"

"She..." Aldora seemed, I noticed for the first time, sad. Aldora's moods are as subtle as Bartleby's and I'm far less adept at picking them up. "She wants to know if you're going to come back for her."

"Tell her," I paused, not sure of the answer myself. "Tell her I'll see her again soon."

"I hope you know what you're doing, Mr. Wainwright."

"We can handle the killer, now that I know what I'm facing."

"I'm not talking about your case."

Not knowing how to answer her, I simply tipped my hat, grabbed my jacket, and left.

 

***

 

When I returned I found Bartleby in his study. He'd been busy – stacks of police documents were affixed hither and yon, and a large map of the city had been stretched across the back wall. Colourful pins had been inserted, representing the sites of the murders, and providing a general overview of the killer's range. Bartleby swung from the railed ladder spanning his bookshelves, cackling, as he examined first one book and then another. Those he deemed useful he dropped onto the floor, while those he didn't need were re-shelved.

Noticing me he dropped from his ladder and sprinted over, almost tripping over a pile of map folios. He grabbed me by the shoulders, shaking me slightly. "Ask me how it's going. Go ahead, James. Ask."

"How's it going?"

"Smashingly! Look!" He strode proudly to the map stretched across the wall. "See? Here's the range of the killer's actions. The households he's been targeting."

I glanced at the map.  Somewhere in Whitechapel, some Spitalfields, some Southwark, some Paddington. "I don't see a pattern."

"Neither did I, at first. I took a circuit of the murder sites again, talking to the neighbours, talking to the children. Do you know what I found?"

"I cannot begin to imagine."

"The surviving children. They'd been beaten. Abused. Neighbours do gossip, and almost universally they spoke of fathers and mothers with terrible tempers."

"Your joy at this news is unseemly."

Bartleby waved a hand in irritation. "No, see, that's the pattern. The killer was targeting abusers of children."

"Do you mean that Xin Yan was an abused child?"

"Who?"

"The girl. The Chinese girl."

"Probably!" He caught my expression. "That is to say, statistically speaking. I'm sorry to say. Sorry."

I simply nodded. The poor girl.

"Afterwards I went back to Scotland Yard and started digging through their files, looking for similar cases. I found a number of unsolved slayings – single men and women, travellers and vagrants, found dismembered. Pieces missing. The very poor and destitute, mostly, so there were no real investigations performed."

He turned and practically leapt across the room to his map. "See the green pins? Individuals slain. All previous to the first reported family killing in Spitalfields. So...?"

"So," I followed his prompt. "The killer started killing lone individuals and then progressed to multiple murder. What caused that shift? Why abusive families? Why spare the children? Why spare us?"

"My theory is as follows:" he turned from the map, arms folded, head tilted back. "His creator, the Resurrectionist, orders him to fetch fresh body parts from indigents. For some time this is what he does, and nobody much cares. Whitechapel and Spitalfields are rough neighbourhoods. These things happen."

"Right."

He turned back to the map, indicating one of the red pins. "Here's the first family slaying, well within the area where he's been killing until now. He sees something that triggers one of those drives that Frankenstein was going on about. This overrides his creator's dictum that he strike at transients. He still has to kill and collect parts, but he can channel that into this twisted desire to protect the abused. He murders the families, leaves the children safe. He widens his search parameters to find more abusive families–"

"Hard to believe he'd run out in the East End."

"Well yes... but he needs to catch them in the act, right? Witnessing the abuse is the only way he can possibly know who to target."

"Ah, that makes sense."

"So after his creator sees we've been hired, the Scissorman is sent after us. But wait! He sees your Xin Yan, and he sees you protecting her – nice job on that, by the by – and he cannot strike at you. You are a protector like he fancies himself. The conflict drives him away, sends him back to his master."

"So now what?"

"Now we can narrow the killer's likely base of operations based on the initial transient slayings." He took green thread, stringing it along the pins representing the individual slayings.

"Here. This section... border of Whitechapel and Spitalfields. The slayings seem to centre on this area, so the Resurrectionist is likely based somewhere here."

I took a careful look at the map. "Blast, Bartleby, it's like a warren there. High-density low-income housing. A maze for all intents and purposes – he could be anywhere."

"Yes." Bartleby deflated somewhat. "I'm not sure how to narrow it further."

"I may be able calibrate my Forensic Viewers and attune them to his particular N-Ray signature."

"I don't know what that means."

"My science goggles can track him."

"Brilliant!"

 

***

 

We had no time to spare. If the Scissorman chose to attack again we were without a child to defend ourselves, and if he chose to hunt again another family would die. After calibrating the Forensic Viewers to the Resurrected's profile I developed a pair of Galvanic Siphons, which had the appearance of over-sized syringes with serrated tips. If embedded into the creature's spine or skull, they'd drain away its animating force, rendering it so much inert meat.

"The trick is, of course, getting close enough to insert the Siphon." 

He took the device from me. "Oh, is that all?"

My goggles cast an eerie green glow onto the fog that shrouded the night, bathing everything in their radiance. I can only imagine what I must have looked like I as I stole through the darkness, looking for the Scissorman's trail, glowing green eyes, hunched form, jagged Siphon in hand. I scoured the streets, I scoured the sky, I focused on walkways and up at the rooftops. We were well into Spitalfields when I found the trail – faint at first, but as I followed it the images resolved themselves as glowing after-images of the Scissorman's figure. The trail met up with another, and another, growing stronger as they combined. I surmised that each trail was a path that the killer had taken, and that by following the more visible and thus more travelled paths we would find the killer's base of operations.

 Bartleby followed after, Siphon in one hand and pistol in the other. Gone was the manic high of his cognitive rush, instead he was cautious and careful, almost fearful, no doubt remembering how our last encounter had ended.

The paths resolved themselves at an old warehouse off of the docks. Through my goggles it seemed as though endless streams of N-Ray paths converged here, coagulating into a diffuse glow that nearly blinded me. This had to be where it was operating from. I removed the goggles, slipping them into my pocket, and nodded towards the warehouse. "There."

Before we entered I made sure to crank the Electric Filament Wand I'd brought as a light source. A recent invention of mine, it took the form of a short stubby baton with electrical filament woven above the hand-grip. The electricity was generated by a simple hand crank, and when charged it was very hot – so much so that I wore thick insulated gloves to protect my hand. In a pinch it made for a back up weapon should the Galvanic Siphon fail me – the Resurrected, I understand, are vulnerable to heat and fire.

Shadows within the warehouse were long from the electric glow of the Filament Wand, and the only sound at first its cranking as I recharged it and our footsteps. A quick survey of the warehouse floor picked up nothing of import – the walls were bare and all present crates empty, but I could not miss the heavy ozone smell in the air. It smelt of science. Bartleby's keen eyes spotted a trap-door in the floor where the warehouse foreman's office had once stood, and after he'd deftly picked its lock we descended down rickety steps to the darkness below.

The ozone was stronger in the limestone-walled basement, mixed in with rotting carrion and formaldehyde, and accompanied by an angry nasal voice. We crept towards it, becoming aware of the sound of repeated heavy thudding impacts. Each was followed by a muffled cry and another tirade from the angered speaker.

"Failure!" It was a male voice. "Worthless! I never should have made you. I should have left you rotting in the fetid earth. I should have thrown you in the furnace as soon as I saw what a wretch you were!"

There came the sound of impact again, followed by a whimpered groan. Bartleby and I crept around dark shelves filled with dusty alchemical relics – retorts, ampoules, jars and vials of substances profane and horrid. Many were covered in dust, broken, or empty, and none were labelled. We stopped at the edge of one, peering past its contents at the tableau on the other side.

A tall and thin man in his middle-age with raven-dark hair and a hawkish nose was standing above the Scissorman, who was kneeling and grovelling at his feet. I vaguely recognised the Resurrectionist from my Apprenticeship with the Guild but could not recall his name; we hadn't had any classes together. He was holding a doubled leather strap in his hand, which he brought down with force upon the Scissorman's back.

"Useless! Worthless!" He looked up and, despite the darkness (for the Wand had gone out), zeroed in on Bartleby and I, his hateful eyes locked with my own. "And now you've brought our hunters to our very doorstep! See if you can do something right for once in your life and kill them, cretin!"

The Scissorman's head swivelled towards us, the sorrowful and guilty expression on his twisted face quickly becoming one of hate and rage. I scarcely had time to step back before he was in motion, scampering almost dog-like from his supine position, leaping through the air to crash into the shelves we hid behind.

Bartleby, faster than I, spun away. I was trapped beneath the wooden shelves, the jars smashed and leaking their loathsome contents all over my helpless form, watching in horror as the Scissorman hissed and snapped at me. Its long and spindly arms threaded through the shelves to grab at me, grab at my throat, and I soon felt its strong clumsy fingers crushing the life out of my neck. In the impact I had dropped the Siphon, and I could not get my other hand to the Filament Wand in order to crank it and generate a charge.

There was a crack as Bartleby fired his pistol at the beast atop me. The creature twitched as it was struck, but kept focused on me, crushing me, killing me, heedless of its meaningless injuries. Bartleby closed the distance between the two of them, Galvanic Siphon in hand, and the fiend let me loose with one hand to reach out and swat him away as easily as one might shoo a fly. I applied my arms' strength to try and pry the fingers from my throat, but it was but a momentary reprieve and I felt the edges of my vision growing dim.

"Call him off!" I could hear Bartleby calling to the Resurrectionist. "Call him off or I'll shoot you dead!"

"I'm the only thing that controls him! Shoot me and he'll tear you both apart."

"You speak of him like he was a dog."

"A dog?" the Resurrectionist laughed. I think his name was Kether. Keifer? Something with a 'K'. "I would be lucky to have created something as loyal and helpful as a hound. No, it's a brute, a worthless and clumsy creature not worth the corpses I stitched it from."

I saw the creature's attention waver for a moment, flinching at every insult. "It's okay..." I managed, still trying to pull its grip from my neck. "My father hated me, too."

It looked back towards its creator (Kepler? Kindler? Kormac?) with a whimper, its grip loosening slightly.

"You're not setting a great example for your son," Bartleby said.

"My what? My son? I barely acknowledge myself as its creator. It was a mistake. A failure on my part. It's just a tool; a machine of flesh and blood, a clockwork of meat. When I've enough stock to build myself a... a  true creation... I'll destroy it, or simply let it loose to wander the streets, wretch that it is."

It let go of my neck with its other hand, whimpering a wordless question, eyes on its master.

"Kill them!" The Resurrectionist was livid. "Don't gape at me, you worthless fool, finish killing them!"

It let out a cry so ungodly that it still chills my blood to recall it, and leapt from atop the bookcase towards its maker. The Resurrectionist had the time for half a scream before the beast was upon it, fists flailing, scream undulating. Bartleby dashed over to help me remove the bookcase from atop me. 

Back on my feet, I dashed to the thing's side and drove the Galvanic Siphon deep into its spine. Its muscles contracted, seizing up as the motivating energy left its form, staring up at the basement's ceiling for a moment before crashing to the floor beside what was left of its creator.

 

***

 

There wasn't enough of Kerring (that was his name) left to even bury, and with our report the case was closed without much of an inquiry. I dutifully handed over the scraps of his research to the Guild for proper archival and disposal, and spent the next few days recovering the use of my voice. When I'd recovered sufficiently, Bartleby and I had a discussion about Xin Yan while the girl played in my study with a doll I had bought her.

"You're sure you want to do this?" Bartleby asked.

"I've given the matter sufficient thought."

"It's a big responsibility."

"Nothing that we cannot handle. We have the resources. We have the time."

"Are you sure?" Bartleby sounded concerned. "James, it's a noble thing, but we hardly live a lifestyle that's conducive to children. Killer automatons, the resurrected, falling airships--"

"This girl's family came to London from a culture we can scarcely understand. They lived in a Whitechapel workhouse where she was beaten regularly by those devoted to providing and protecting her. If we let her go she'll be placed in a workhouse. None of this is conducive to children, and what we offer is a much brighter future."

"What do we offer, James? What is it that you want to be to this girl?"

We glanced over at Xin Yan, oblivious, playing with her doll and talking to it in her private language.

"Family, Bartleby. I want to have a family. I want to be part of something."

"James--"

"I never had a family when I was young, just... just blood relations I happened to live with, who exploited me for my talents. I want... I want to know what it's like. I want a touch of normalcy. I think it will be good for me."

Bartleby watched the girl play, remaining silent for a few moments, before looking back to me. "You know I'll support your choice, James."

"I choose her. I choose Xin Yan."

She looked up at her name, gathered her doll, and stumbled over and rested her head against my knee. "我愛你叔叔."

Bartleby let out a long sigh. "Then family we will be."

A Matter of Spirit

 

"There is another world alongside our own, James, touching it but forever just out of reach. A world of spirit and death, a world of ghosts and the afterlife. The essence of the departed collect there to watch us, to watch over us, to pine for the senses they no longer possess and sensations of which they can no longer partake. Some of these spirits are helpful and kind. Others are spiteful and envious. And some... James, some are simply mad, their humanity worn away by the unchanging passage of years in that dismal realm. We cannot divine their true natures; such wisdom is the providence of God and God alone until we shuffle loose the mortal coil to join them, but we do know that they are there. That is one fact we cannot dispute."

"Humbug."

The corner of Buckley's mouth twitched before settling into a frown. He raised his manacled hands to me, as if in supplication. "Arrah now, I'm sad to hear that you're still such a sceptic, James. I would have hoped that the passage of years would have broadened your focus."

"Softened my resolve and addled my mind you mean," I sat across the table from Buckley, arms folded. The guard that had escorted my old schoolmate from his cell waited impassively nearby, still like a statue, but certainly taking in every word. "Enough with the apothecary's babble; I'm not one of your marks. If I'm to be of any help as your advocate you'll have to deal with me straight. I've no blind faith to spare, I'm afraid."

"As if blind scepticism is any wiser! God's truth, I'm being entirely forthright with you," Buckley insisted, refusing to break character for even a moment. The years had done little to change him... perhaps a few lines around the corners of his eyes, and the Irish brogue was less pronounced, but Liam seemed the same rogue I'd last known during my apprenticeship in the Royal Guild of Artificers and Engineers almost two decades prior. It was always so hard to tell when he was being genuine and when he was having me on. 

"Go on then," Bartleby spoke. He'd been silent since we'd arrived, letting me speak to my old friend, content until now to simply observe. "Tell us your version of what happened."

 

***

 

Buckley and his Russian mystic, Miss Duscha Fedorovna, had made a strong emergence onto London's social scene shortly after their arrival several months ago, and the gentry's obsession with Spiritualism and séances had peaked at a new height. They'd entertained for and been patronised by some of the brightest stars of the city, set apart from the other such practitioners by Miss Fedorovna's skills as a medium -- they claimed that she'd studied at the feet of the healer Rasputin himself -- and by the unique technological devices that Buckley had designed to "breach the spirit world".

"Can they?" Bartleby asked me later, after we'd left the prison the Metropolitan Police were holding Buckley in. 

"Can what?" I turned back from the carriage window. Bartleby had something on his mind, and had since we'd left.

"Mr. Buckley's devices. Can they breach the spirit world?"

"There's no such thing as the spirit world."

"You don't know that," Bartleby protested.

"Yes, I bloody well do."

Bartleby waved a hand languidly. "So what do they do then?"

"Flashing lights and eerie noises, I would wager. It doesn't take much to impress the gentry."

"If that is the case then why did the Guild ask us to investigate?"

"Buckley's an associate member. It doesn't come with many perks -- he's not fully accredited -- but he's entitled to advocacy when his technology is being maligned."

"He dropped out prior to graduation?"

"He was expelled." The memory was far from a pleasant one. For the bulk of my apprenticeship Buckley had been my only friend at the Academy, both of us outsiders, me from my working class background and he an Irishman. When he had been expelled I had felt that not only had I lost a friend, but that he had betrayed me on a personal level. The only thing keeping our heads up was the conceit that we were smarter, better, cleverer than our social superiors. After his cheating had been exposed I felt more alone than ever; I retreated within myself for the rest of my apprenticeship, and part of me wonders if I'm still hiding.

When Miss Fedorovna had disappeared following their last performance Buckley had maintained that an angry spirit had absconded with her. He took the blame for her vanishing, claiming that it was his NecroGram device that had enabled the vengeful dead to come for her. The police, of course, disagreed, believing that he had most likely simply killed his partner and invented some fancy to explain her departure. While I was inclined to agree, the crux of the matter was that an associate member of the Guild had made certain technological claims that the police were disputing. As ridiculous as it was in this situation, the Guild had fought hard for the right to supply the judiciary with expert consultancy when Guild technology was involved. When they had approached Buckley with this advocacy, he had insisted that I be the one trusted with this duty.

Initially I had intended to perform a simple visual examination of Buckley's NecroGram, declare it a worthless toy in a written report, and go about my business.  But then my partner Bartleby had insisted upon a full and proper investigation: talking to witnesses, following up, searching for clues, all of that nonsense. I probably never should have mentioned the case to him, but I had mistakenly thought him too intelligent to cultivate an interest Spiritualism, forgetting that my partner's hunger for the latest fad knows no bounds. 

"Buckley's obviously guilty," I said. "Let us return home, I'll write up my report, and we can salvage what remains of the day."

"No." Bartleby was idly toying with his lapel. "Let's go visit the household where they performed that last séance."

"We're wasting our time, Bartleby. The man's guilty as sin, and his excuse is pure humbug."

"Humour me, James."

"Very well, if you insist."

"I do."

Impossible man.

 

***

 

Bartleby had, it turned out, made arrangements to call on the widow Lakewood before we'd even met with Buckley. She lived in one of the more secluded Knightsbridge estates, a vast manse for an old woman living alone.  I could imagine her drifting from empty room to empty room, haunted by the spirits of the past, a departed husband and father, children grown up and moved on, the laughter and presences she felt as a child now gone and replaced by cold drafts and leaking roofs. If you ask me, those are the only ghosts in this world, the spectres of the past we've yet to deal with. It was all too easy to understand why the wealthy and elderly were taken in by the claims of men like Buckley -- as the world moved on into a technological utopia beyond their comprehensions, memories of the past were all they had to cling to.

"Tell us about Mr. Buckley and Miss Fedorovna," Bartleby asked after we'd dispensed with the small talk and sat down for tea. 

The old woman's hand shook as they measured out the sugar cubes into our cups. "They were a godsend at first. I'd heard about them through Miss Maple, with whom I play bridge on Sundays, and invited them to see if they could contact my Henry, gone these three decades. I was sceptical at first, of course--"

Of course.

"--but Miss Maple insisted that they'd helped her find the broach she's misplaced, so I didn't see what harm there was in giving them a try."

"How did the séance go?" Bartleby asked. I wasn't sure if he was asking out of professional interest or rapt curiosity.

"Quite terrifying and exhilarating, if I do say so. Miss Fedorovna sat at one end of the table, entreating the spirits, while Mr. Buckley set up his devices. I could feel something right away as she spoke, calling to my Henry -- the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I could tell that we had his attention. After Mr. Buckley activated his devices though... well, a chill ran through me. It didn't seem to be doing much, this -- what was it he called it?"

"NecroGram," Bartleby said.

"This NecroGram just sat there. Now that I don't approve of. Devices should have, have lights, or sounds, or grinding gears to let you know that they're there. When his NecroGram was activated, well, you couldn't tell. It could have been doing anything for all I know."

"So nothing happened?" I asked.

"I wouldn't say that." Mrs. Lakewood took a sip of her tea. "The feeling I had of being watched -- of being observed -- well, it increased a tenfold. The shadows cast by the candelabras on the table seemed deeper, the wind outside blew harder, and everything seemed brought into a sharper, stark focus. Miss Fedorovna changed, too -- her voice deepened, she seemed to grow larger, more masculine. More like my Henry. I was in tears with joy, I'm not ashamed to admit, I've missed him so."

"Then what happened?" Bartleby prompted. "Mr. Buckley said that things took a sour turn."

"I don't blame the Vicar," Mrs. Lakewood said. "The poor old dear is just a bit protective, you understand? He had been interested in the rise of Spiritualism, so I of course invited him to experience it with me. I won't say that I haven't been curious of the spiritual and theological implications of speaking with the dead, and I wanted to be sure I wasn't damning my soul to the fires of hell by consorting with necromancers."

"A reasonable concern," Bartleby said. I managed not to scoff.

"He had many questions for the spirit inhabiting Miss Fedorovna, mostly of an ethical and moral nature, and as he asked them the spirit of my Henry grew more agitated. The séance ended abruptly and at first Buckley announced that Henry had departed. I was let down, of course, but he assured me that he and Miss Fedorovna would be willing to try and reach him again as long as the Vicar wasn't present."

"Of course."

"The next day, after it was discovered that Miss Fedorovna had disappeared from her room, however, Mr. Buckley declared that a second angry spirit had most likely followed Henry through the weakened veil between our world and the spirit world to take her. He was willing to try and recover her, but then the police came and arrested him and confiscated his devices. I do hope that the poor girl is alright."

"That's what we're here to discover," Bartleby said, ignoring my glare. "Do you mind if we investigate the scene of the kidnapping?"

"I suppose, but the police have already been through."

"Understood, but if possible we like to do our own viewings."

"Oh, well of course."

Mrs. Lakewood rose from her seat, leading us from the drawing room down a long and draft-filled hallway. Along the way we passed a single open door, and the scene within caught my eye. Rather than the expected sombre Edwardian furnishings covered in dropcloths and dust, it was decorated with a lively Oriental motif. The far wall, facing the door, was dominated by a silk screen bearing a stylized crucifix in its centre. Flanking the cross on the left were three stylized masks, one above the other, each in the twisted form of some sort of demonic visage. On the right was a pair of swords sheathed in what I took to be lacquered bamboo, one larger than the other, resting on hooks set into the wall.

"That's my son's room," the old woman said, pausing as I stopped. "He's just back from missionary work in the Far East."

"China?" I asked, thinking of Xin Yan, the orphan Bartleby and I had adopted.

"Japan, I should think," Bartleby said. "Judging by the stylings and line-work. Oh, isn't the Japanese Village here in Knightsbridge?"

"Oh yes." Mrs. Lakewood beamed. "William was fascinated by it when we took him as a boy. Such a sight! An entire village transported from the other side of the world to London, rebuilt within Humphrey Hall. Hundreds of foreigners going about their lives and businesses. It was like going on holiday, but you could be home in time for tea."

"I remember hearing about it." My family hadn't the luxury to attend, and as an adult I am somewhat grateful to have been spared the spectacle of immigrants parading their culture and ways for curious Englishmen.

"It was a bit of a dream come true when the missionary opportunity arose," Mrs. Lakewood continued. "He jumped at the chance, of course. Such a nice thing, to be able to travel."

"Yes, I'm sure." I tried not to let my impatience show. "The Medium's room, Mrs. Lakewood?"

"Oh, yes, of course, forgive me."

At the end of the hall the old woman stopped before another door, speaking as she unlocked it. "Miss Fedorovna insisted upon this room, despite its cramped nature, saying that its distance from the rest of the house would help her focus her energies on the spirit world. It was the original servant quarters built as part of the original manor, and the only part of the old house left undisturbed when my father rebuilt after the 1848 fire."

"She asked for it specifically?" Bartleby asked.

"Oh yes. And then the poor dear spent her entire day inside, in prayer, to purify herself of the spiritual traces that her spirit-guests left behind. I only ever saw her for the séances -- Mr. Buckley brought her meals out to her."

While cramped, the guest room was obviously of older construction than the rest of the house, and in just as poor repair. I will say that for a chamber where a woman had been spending twenty hours a day it didn't seem very lived in.

"You'll notice the damage to the door," Mrs. Lakewood pointed out  the splintering near where the door's lock had been. "Mr. Buckley broke in after Miss Fedorovna had been silent to his enquiries for some time. It was locked on the inside, and we found the key still on the nightstand. It was then that he declared that a spirit must have broken in and took her away. I expect that, if he is not hanged, he will compensate me for the damages."

"Classic locked-room mystery," Bartleby said. He was examining the furnishings and books without touching anything, his gaze supplying all the texture he required.

"Pity the police have already been tromping around inside," I added. It would have been trivial to find the proof to convict Buckley if the clumsy feet of the Metropolitan Police hadn't already ruined the scene.

"Mother?" A voice carried itself down the hall towards where we stood. I stepped out of the room to stand alongside Mrs. Lakewood, followed shortly by Bartleby. A young man in the cassock of a Catholic priest made his way towards us, eyes flickering between his mother and myself. "Have we guests?"

"These are the investigators I had mentioned to you," Mrs. Lakewood said. "Mr. Bartleby, Mr. Wainwright, this is my son, William. He's just back from missionary work in the Orient, serving as Curate at St. Barnabas under Vicar Elmwood."

"Ah," the Curate extended a firm hand towards Bartleby and then myself. "Yes, of course. A pleasure to meet you both. Dreadful business, this."

"Were you here for the séance?" Bartleby asked.

"Both as an accompaniment to the Vicar and to make sure Mother wasn't being taken advantage of. From what I understand many of these Spiritualists are con-men and bunk artists."

I grinned. Finally, a man speaking some sense. "So in your opinion, was Mr. Buckley such a man?"

"Perhaps. I don't know. I do know that if my father persists beyond death he does so from the kingdom of heaven. I am inclined to agree with the police -- Mr. Buckley probably murdered his partner, and used the scam he runs as a Spiritualist to try and cover up her disappearance."

"Thank you for your opinion, Father."

Bartleby gave a brief nod. "We may need to get the Vicar's official stance on the matter, particularly his spiritual perspective as a representative of the Catholic Church."

"I can arrange an appointment for you."

"Excellent. We're off, then. Thank you Mrs. Lakewood, Father Lakewood."

 

***

 

Back at our own home I had Buckley's machines laid out neatly in my workroom next to the crate the police had delivered them in. Bartleby sat with Xin Yan, the young girl we had adopted after our last adventure hunting the serial killer that had murdered her family. Xin Yan had taken well to upper-middle-class life, picking up a few words of English here and there, which was good as  I have no talent for learning Chinese. We'd arranged for a bilingual tutor to help her acclimatize, and Bartleby's fiancée Aldora was working on getting her accepted to one of  London's best private schools for young girls.

"Most of these devices are relatively simple," I lectured, pointing to each in turn. "More or less intended to enhance the theatrical nature of the séance. This provides a gradually tinting green light. This, when activated, generates an ozone scent. This is a rudimentary knocking box activated by the foot-pedal there. Smoke machine. Simple electromagnetic levitator. Nothing you would be surprised to see."

"None of that proves anything," Bartleby insisted. "Many genuine performers enhance their acts to keep the attention of the fickle public."

I ignored him. "Next we have the NecroGram."

The NecroGram was a squat box some two feet by three feet, supported on four stubby legs, with a pivoting base and a flared swivelling funnel on its top. An empty bottle, upturned, was connected to the body by a short black rubber hose.

"Buckley claims that spiritual essences are drawn in here," I gestured towards the funnel on top, "enhanced through an infusion of ether from the bottle here, and then expelled, through the grating on the front. This is, of course, nonsense."

"What does it do?" Bartleby asked.

"There's a concealed panel here," I indicated. "With some dials and tuning controls. I'm not sure what they're for, but witness what happens when I turn it on."

I cranked the machine up, then flipped the lever on its side. Nothing happened.

At least, nothing that we could perceive. I felt my irritation deepen -- the box was doing something, obviously, for it was vibrating slightly. Xin Yan seemed to notice something off as well, as her head swivelled towards it immediately, forgetting the ball she'd been playing with.

"Something wrong, sweetie?" Bartleby asked. "James, I've got gooseflesh."

"它使噪音," the girl pointed towards the NecroGram.

"English, dear." Bartleby said.

"Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee," Xin Yan replied, maintaining a relatively steady pitch, continuing to point at the device.

"Interesting."

"What is it, James?"

I turned off the machine, feeling my irritation bleed away. "Certain tones are inaudible to adults, but animals and younger children can hear them. Other tones can have psychological effects on listeners. Buckley may have created a device that combines the two sorts of tone into a subliminal noise that sets listeners on edge without them being aware of its operation. Did you feel anything?"

"Gooseflesh, but I attributed that to Xin Yan's reaction."

"And yet without the device you might not have felt so strongly."

"A subtle tool for psychological manipulation," Bartleby said. "That's..."

"Sort of impressive, actually," I had to admit, feeling a little respect for Buckley's innovation. It was the perfect tool for his needs. "Imagine the effect enhanced by the ether fumes."

"I was going to say horribly open to misuse."

"That too, I suppose. So what we have here are devices that create a mood of otherworldly dread. As far as I can tell none of them summon forth otherworldly spirits. That concludes my report."

"I suppose so, James. But I'd still like to find the girl."

"Why?"

"Because she's a human being in distress, James. And further I'm not convinced that Buckley had anything to do with her disappearance."

"Why not?"

"He's a skilled confidence man." Bartleby stood. "He'd come up with a better story than  'ghosts took her.' Remember what the Old Man said about deductive reasoning. 'Eliminate the impossible.'"

"Yes, yes. And spiritual abduction is impossible."

"So what's left?"

"Buckley murdered her and hid the body--" I began, then stopped short. Yes, that was the likely solution, but it was far from the only possibility. "Or someone else did. Or she robbed him and scarpered with their money."

"And what was Buckley's story?"

"That an angry spirit took his partner."

"No, what was it?"

"An obvious falsehood."

"An obvious falsehood that you would never in a million years believe."

"Right."

"And yet he asked for you. Petitioned the Guild specifically that you be assigned his advocate. Why?"

"Because he knew I'd reject his theory." It began to dawn on me. "And look for answers elsewhere. Because he couldn't admit to fraud while in police custody."

"Precisely. He only underestimated your scepticism."

"His plan was predicated on my scepticism."

"Not of his story, James. Of him. You were ready to write him off before you even heard his story. You've disregarded his words."

I felt faint. "Whatever kernel of truth was hidden in his story -- I was too sure of his guilt to listen."

"Don't worry, I paid enough attention for the two of us."

"So what's his true message?"

"I don't know yet. I'm cogitating."

"So what now?"

"Well, we've an appointment with Vicar Elmwood. That should at the very least present us with an alternate perspective on matters."

"More fuzzy thinking."

"Do keep an open mind, James. We don't want you missing any more clues."

I opened my mouth to retort, but Bartleby was absolutely right, the bastard. In my zeal to reject the spiritual I had let my blind scepticism keep from me data and insights that would have otherwise been useful. It's not only poor detective work, but poor science. While I cannot as a man of reason accept a spiritual component to reality, I should not let my contempt of those who believe such things blind me to what they have to offer.

 

***

 

"What the modern world has been trying to do," Vicar Elmwood spoke slowly and with great deliberateness, "is deny the existence of the supernatural."

He met us in his quarters adjacent to St Barnabas, the church he presided over. It had been made clear to us that the Vicar was a very busy man with little time for interviews, and Curate Lakewood was assisting him in getting ready for the upcoming evening mass as we spoke, dressing him in his robes of office.

"They look at the wonders of the age and thank not God for the marvels they see," the Vicar continued in a somewhat accusatory tone, "but rather glorify the ingenuity of man. Like all children Londoners think themselves beyond the need for the guidance of their Father. 'Look at me' they say, 'I have clockworks and aereoships and great works. What have I need for God?'"

I struggled to remain silent. 

"And what does this gain us?" the Vicar asked before answering himself. "This business with the Resurrected, with Von Frankenstein, with airship pirates and lightning guns. Are these the Great Works that man exalts above God?"

I struggled harder, a thousand benefits of progress dancing on my tongue, aching to leap free and throttle this old man where he stood. I'm sure that Bartleby appreciated my discretion.

"Just so, Vicar," Bartleby was  being diplomatic. "And the Spiritualists?"

"Yes, the matter you came to discuss. A pox. They meddle in business men are not meant to, and this Irish fellow Buckley is the worst I've seen of it. I'm sure of it -- what we witnessed was nothing more than technological necromancy. It does not matter if one uses ancient rituals or modern technology to raise the dead, it is anathema. That which should not be. In the old days he would have been drowned as a witch, but man has removed the right of law from the hands of the church. I fully believe that he loosed a spiritual pox into this world that claimed the life and soul of the poor Russian girl he used in his schemes, but I will not attest to this in court. Man's laws will not punish him for the crimes he is truly guilty of; I am content to see him punished under another guise. May God have mercy on his soul, for I certainly shall not."

"That isn't what we've come to ask, Vicar," Bartleby assured the man. "We just wanted your opinion on the ceremony and its spiritual portents."

"Oh?" He sounded surprised. "That's more sense than I would have credited you with. I've followed your careers, young men. You rely heavily on modern secular technology, and Mr. Wainwright in particular is a Guildsman -- an open mind is the last I'd have expected. Still, I am afraid that despite your good works with the Spider assassin and the Resurrected killer, the realm of spirit is beyond the grasp of your technologies, Mr. Buckley's successes to the contrary. I would suggest you not even try -- as he has discovered, necromancy can only end in tears and pain."

"Tears and pain?"

"Liviticus is quite clear on the matter. 'A man or a woman who is a medium or a necromancer shall surely be put to death. They shall be stoned with stones; their blood shall be upon them.' There really isn't any room for debate on the subject."

"Put to death?" I asked.

"It's a spiritual death," the Vicar allowed. "Metaphor. It elaborates on the fate of those who seek out such persons: 'If a person turns to mediums and necromancers, whoring after them, I will set my face against that person and will cut him off from among his people.' You can see why the rise of so-called Spiritualism has me concerned, can't you?"

"This has certainly been... enlightening. Thank you for your assistance, Vicar Elmwood," Bartleby said.

Curate Lakewood caught up with us as we were leaving. "Sirs, if you would wait one moment?"

We stopped, glancing at one another in uncertainty.

"I just wanted to say that, having just returned from Hokkaido, I was unaware of your reputations and careers. Though not in service of the Church the work you do in combating evil is a great one. I don't share Vicar Elmwood's reservations regarding technology and want to apologise to you for his attitudes -- he is very much the product of an earlier age."

"As we are of ours," I said, somewhat mollified.

"The world is changing at an ever faster rate," Bartleby agreed. "I can understand that it might be frightening with someone who didn't grow up with the spirit of this age."

"I would implore that you not discount his other words simply because of his anti-technological bent," the Curate continued. "There are dark spiritual presences on this earth. You've faced them yourself, and I encountered many strange and unusual things during my missionary work in the Orient."

"Everything we've faced can be explained through the application of science," I assured the Curate.

He shook his head. "Morality cannot be explained, Mr. Wainwright. The galvanic creations of men like Doctor Frankenstein and the creator of that clockwork assassin you defeated aren't just flawed and immoral. They come back from death changed. Evil. I would hazard that the animating life force Ressurectionists infuse their creations with is supplied by none other than the Adversary himself."

"Thank you for your insight," Bartleby said politely.

"It's a warning," the Curate continued. "The infernal forces you've faced thus-far were encased in mortal flesh, and mortal flesh is weak. But the Russian mystic is gone from this earth. Spirited away. It would take a great act of technological necromancy to follow her, and I beseech you -- do not make this matter worse. Let the criminal Buckley pay for his crimes even if the State is mistaken as to their nature. Take the Vicar's advice and walk away."

"We can't do that," I responded quickly. I may not have thought Buckley particularly innocent, but it wasn't in my nature to let the unexplained lie. Somehow Miss Fedorovna had vanished from a locked room, and it wasn't spirits that did it. And I resented the Church representatives using fear of damnation to dissuade me.

"Then I pray you don't find what you're looking for," the Curate sounded sad. "I always pined myself for a personal experience with the mysteries of the divine. In the Orient my wishes were granted. I would give anything to have that wisdom taken from me."

He turned and slowly returned to the rectory. Bartleby and I stared at each other for a long moment before heading on our way. Only once we were off of the Church's sacred grounds and back at the street did my partner turn to me. "Well. Now that you're committed, what next?"

"Back to Buckley. We question him again."

"We'll still have the prison guards nearby."

"We give him a second chance to give us the hint he's trying to pass on."

"And how do we let him know we're looking for it, without the guards overhearing?"

 

***

 

"Through the course of my investigations, Buckley, I have come to the conclusion that you are undoubtedly telling the absolute truth."

"What, really?" he asked, surprise bringing his accent out in full.

"Quite. Having thoroughly investigated your device I have not the slightest doubt in my mind that it works exactly as advertised, weakening the thin barrier between this world and the next."

"Have you now?"

"Yes. It's as we used to say in Mr. Potter's workshop: Sometimes you just have to put all your cards out on the table."

Buckley's confused expression was gradually replaced by one of canny understanding. "Well, then you no doubt remember the motto of our old Alma Mater. With books, wisdom."

"Yes," I responded. "With books, wisdom. I always needed a little help with that."

"The world has been my education. You'd never guess at the knowledge gleaned just from my poor missing partner."

"I'm sure the lessons of Rasputin came in handy, though with her missing I can't see how they'd be at hand to benefit from."

Bartleby's eyes kept moving back and forth between the pair of us, quiet, observing.

"Pulled into hell by an angry spirit," Buckley shook his head. "All her secrets in the grave, I'm afraid."

I sat back, considering my next words carefully. "As your advocate I'm not sure exactly of how to convince the Crown of your innocence. Perhaps you could help me with the options available?"

"You're the Guild appointed advocate," Buckley retorted. "Fully operating in her name."

"I'm looking for the right legal approach here, though if you could offer me anything new to help me search--"

"I'm afraid you're on your own here. But I wish you luck, or it's the gallows for me."

I nodded, rising. "We're done here. Come along, Bartleby."

Bartleby rose, and the police guard escorted Buckley back to his cell. Once we were alone, Bartleby spoke. "I'm not quite sure I caught the significance of that. Some sort of double-speak?"

"Mr. Potter taught one of our classes together at the Guild Academy. Old man was senile. Afflicted with a word salad that jumbled half his speech, always the front half, so we had to learn to just parse the second half of everything he said, so we developed a method to communicate in the midst of our well-heeled peers without them understanding whatever we were talking about."

"It just sounded like you were jumping from topic to topic."

"Yes, only the second clause or sentence in each exchange was important."

Bartleby closed his eyes, rerunning the dialogue in his head. He's a good memory, but not eidetic. "Something about a grave?"

"Yes. Something that'll help us help Buckley at a grave relating to  his missing partner in a yard where they bury the condemned."

"Brookwood Cemetery?"

"It's likely. We find a grave  tied to Duscha Fedorovna and we find some answers."

 

***

 

The next day found us at Brookwood, searching for the grave of Duscha Fedorovna with the assistance of Father Rybin, from the local Orthodox parish.

"Not find Duscha Fedorovna," he warned us as we began looking. "Russian names given in speech like,  'First Name, Father Name.' On graves as, 'First Name, Last Name.' Duscha's father's name Fedor, but that not on her grave, yes?"

"So we're looking for... any Duscha?" Bartleby asked, looking over the spread of graves.

"Da. Maybe we lucky, maybe Duscha have father name on grave too."

We weren't lucky. An afternoon's search of the graveyard revealed sixteen Duschas, none of which held Fedorovna-related patronymics. There was little recourse but to search the grounds around each for clues. After a few wasted efforts we found a leather-bound personal journal hidden in a small metal tin among the foliage of one of the older and overgrown grave markers.

"Duscha Fedorovna Gargarina," I read from the tombstone. "1777 to 1807. A great-grandmother she was named after?"

"Unlikely. They'd need the same fathers' names."

"Not unusual in Russia," Father Rybin added.

"Not impossible, but con artists frequently go through Church records looking for names to adopt," Bartleby explained. He'd been looking through the notebook. "This is full of details on many local families, focused on those that have passed on in the last few decades. The Lakewoods are in here. So are the Maples."

"Explains where they got the information for their séances," I said.

"Don't be smug." Bartleby continued flipping through the book.

"Where would they learn this kind of information?"

"Servants gossip, even years later." Bartleby said, handing me the book. "But look, here -- a name and address written in the back, and what looks like a ledger of accounts paid. They may have been purchasing information."

"Nyle Abbot. The address is in Whitechapel?"

"Underworld, most likely. Connected, but low-level if he's dealing with newcomers like Buckley."

I thought about it. "He won't want to talk. Not to us."

"Have faith, James. I'm sure you can be properly convincing."

I grinned, perhaps a little too broadly.

 

***

 

My first punch drove the wind from Nyle's gut. My second bloodied his nose. The third fractured one of his teeth.

"How go the negotiations?" Bartleby was leaning against the exterior wall of the pub, making sure nobody interrupted our discussion, idly filing his nails.

"Well, I should think," I panted, watching Nyle try to scramble to his feet. I tossed the man's knife aside into the gutter, glancing down where he'd slashed a shallow laceration into my thigh. "He had some reservations but I think I'm getting through to him."

Nyle had turned himself onto his back and was scrambling away as best he could while I closed on him.

"Ready to talk yet?"

"Oh god," he moaned, feeling his back up against the alley wall. I slammed a fist into the crumbling plaster next to his head, dusting his shoulder with debris.

"Do you need a little more convincing?"

"Saints preserve me," he muttered.

"Irish, are you?" Bartleby asked, drawing near, peering down over my shoulders. "A compatriot of Buckley's?"

"Never met him," he stammered. "My contact was that Fortier girl."

"Fortier?" I asked. "The Russian?"

"Not Russian, French," he explained. "Though yeah, she looked a little Russian. Could pass. But she was from Paris."

Bartleby stood upright. "Paris? Is she... connected?"

"Dunno," Nyle winced. "She had connection enough to make a deal with me."

"For what, exactly?" I let him sit up, passed him his handkerchief. 

He pressed it to his bloodied nose. "Information. Gossip on prominent families. I put the word out to the local servants, they sell to me, I sell to Trinette at a sharp mark-up."

"When was the last time you saw her?"

"Four nights past."

The day before she'd gone missing. After she and Buckley had moved in with Mrs. Lakewood -- when supposedly she'd locked herself in her room. "Where did you meet with her? At the Lakewood estate?"

"Nah, no. Different places. Pubs. She'd put the word out when she wanted to buy, and I'd meet her on her terms."

I stood up, straightening my vest.

"You know, Mr. Abbot, this was nothing personal." Bartleby leaned to take my place.

"Aye. Business. I get it. A little rough, but no worries."

"Mr. Wainwright and I," he continued, "may have use for a man who can gather certain types of information, if he can be discrete."

"Oh, I'm quite discrete, Mr. Bartleby."

Bartleby stood, dropping a few pounds into Nyle's lap. "Good. Consider this a retainer. Go see a dentist about that tooth."

"God's blessing on you both, sirs."

We left him there then, returning to Whitechapel's narrow streets.

"Assuming Nyle's telling the truth it would seem that Miss Fedorovna... Fortier, sorry... had some way of getting out of her room," I said.

"And that the kidnapper had a way to get in to grab her."

"Assuming that she didn't just abandon Buckley."

"Either way, there's got to be some way in and out that we didn't see."

I nodded. "The Curate arrived before we could fully investigate the room."

"Not that you were inclined to. Still, back to Knightsbridge tomorrow."

 

***

 

The old servants' quarters weren't very large, and it didn't take us long before Bartleby discovered a sliding panel in the closet revealing a staircase down into the ground. We borrowed a lantern and followed it to a tunnel running under the estate's grounds.

"This must date back to the older construction," I said.

"Some information that Miss Fortier was able to glean. Mrs. Lakewood probably didn't even know about it."

"She didn't seem the sort to have gone exploring as a girl," I agreed.

There was a crunch underfoot and Bartleby stooped to the ground, lantern in hand. "Beads."

"Beads?"

"Rosary beads." He rose, a small string of beads attached to a cross in hand. The string had snapped and several had spilt out onto the floor.

"Broken in a struggle?"

"Probably not Miss Fortier's. Buckley?"

"Catholic but not religious."

Bartleby rolled the beads in his hands thoughtfully. "The Curate."

"Mrs. Lakewood's son?"

"He might have discovered the passage in his youth. The other night he waited for Miss Fortier here, they struggle, he takes her."

"But why?"

Bartleby held the crucifix up to his lantern. "You heard the man after we spoke to the Vicar. A zealot obsessed with the supernatural. And look, here, on the back. Some sort of Oriental characters."

"Let's confront him, see how he reacts. To St. Barnabas."

 

***

 

"You come here – to my parish – and accuse me of... of what, exactly?" The Vicar was red faced with rage.

"We're not accusing you of anything," Bartleby said. "We're simply telling you–" 

"The implication is clear, young man. I've no patience for honeyed words. You may be popular among some important families, but don't think you're free to go lobbing accusations at the Church freely. You think your modern secular natural philosophies free you from the responsibility to respect God by slandering His servants? You'll discover that the Church still has temporal power to protect itself."

I'd just about lost my temper. "'A man or a woman who is a medium or a necromancer shall surely be put to death. They shall be stoned with stones; their blood shall be upon them.' Sound familiar, Vicar?"

"Metaphor! I told you. I'll not stand idly by and let you accuse me of–"

Bartleby wordlessly placed the crucifix we'd found on the Vicar's desk. The old man's eyes seemed riveted to it.

"Where did you get this?"

"Found. In a secret tunnel leading from the Medium's chambers to the grounds of the Lakewood estate."

The Vicar's face paled and he sank into the chair behind his desk, looking all the world like a deflated zepplin. "That's his. That's William's. Oh, God forgive me. I should have known."

Bartleby glanced in my direction briefly. "Perhaps you had best start at the beginning."

"This... it's an internal church matter."

"A woman's life is at stake, man."

The Vicar nodded and swallowed. "William... he's always been superstitious. Religious, yes, but beyond that... he honestly and earnestly believes that the forces of good and darkness are fighting  a constant war around us at all times. He believes in angels, and demons, and the devil, in a very literal and definite fashion."

"And you don't?" Bartleby asked. "Last time you came around you were lamenting people's lack of belief in these things."

"In the allegories they represent! In their moral and ethical meanings, not in the literal sense of actual demons walking the earth. I believe these things have weight, have definite consideration, but only as metaphor. William has believed in the stories, in spirits and angels and demons, since he was a child. And these literal convictions only worsened when he took his mission work in Japan."

"What happened in Japan?"

"He somehow came to the conclusion that his parish was haunted by demons," the Vicar continued, glancing towards the window. "Performed a host of exorcisms without the church's consent, and several men died. When he confessed his deeds to the Vicar he served there the Church covered things up and sent him back here."

"That was it?" I asked, incredulous. "He committed multiple murders and got away with it?"

"It was a religious mania." The Vicar seemed to be pleading that we accept this as a truth. "What good would an international incident have done?"

"Brought peace to the families of the men he killed," Bartleby replied coldly. "Even if criminals, they were still men."

"God save us," the Vicar moaned. "And if William is still at it -- God forgive us."

"Vicar Elmwood," I spoke quietly. "Where is the Curate now?"

"I don't know. Off. Gone. If he's taken the girl then he's been depriving her of food and water these last few days. Somewhere sanctified and isolated."

Bartleby stood abruptly. "Come along, James. If we hurry, we can save her from his zealot's mercies."

I followed him out into the hall, haunted by the Vicar's revelations. "He could be anywhere."

"Not just anywhere. He needs somewhere sanctified and secure."

"Any number of the disused chapels in London."

Bartleby stopped, staring up at the soot-colored sky. "Hold on. Consider his mental state. His psychotic break began during his mission work in the Orient. He'll gravitate towards similar features."

"There are some Buddhist temples in the East End."

"Close, but no. The immigrants there are Chinese. The Curate's mission work was in Japan."

"The Japanese Village?"

"That's our best bet. And it's close, here in Knightsbridge."

 

***

 

When Bartleby and I arrived at Humphrey Hall, where the village was housed, we found that the chains sealing the grand front doors had been cut. Our lantern did little to illuminate the gloom of the interior, or of the darkened homes and hovels of the mock-up. I held it in one of my hands, a pry-bar in the other. Bartleby held his pistol.

We made our way through the maze-like structure of the buildings, past homes and tea-halls, looking for the temple. As we progressed we could hear the chanting, indistinct at first, then resolving itself as Latin.

Exorcism, Bartleby mouthed.

We pressed on, past stores and workshops, the quaint medieval decor painted with an eternal night. The temple sat alone in the middle of an open square, sallow light flickering from within. The chanting was louder, and under it we could hear a low moaning. We crept inside, careful to avoid making too much noise, past foreign statues of angry looking gods and bright murals so different from the sombre trappings of our own churches. 

At the centre of the temple was a great chamber dominated by a large golden statue. Furniture from some of the other buildings had been broken up and fashioned together to form a large cross, to which a young woman had been lashed. She hung limply, her clothes in dirty tatters, head hung. Curate Lakewood stood before her, dressed in a cassock modified to the Japanese fashion, a blank white mask covering his face. The voice coming from behind it was ragged and hoarse, as if he'd been chanting for hours. 

We didn't make any noise entering, but the Curate must have heard us. His face cocked towards us, and the long curved Oriental blade he held in his hand came into view.

"Let her go, Lakewood," Bartleby demanded, raising his pistol. "Drop the sword and surrender yourself."

"You don't understand!" he cried, his voice cracking. "She's possessed! This is the only way I can drive the evil from her body and save her immortal soul!"

"We know about the murders in Japan, Lakewood."  Bartleby judged the light and his ability to drop the Curate before he harmed Miss Fortier, he then lowered his pistol.

"Murder? No. Not murder. A murder is an unlawful killing, Mr. Bartleby, and I obey the laws of  God." He slipped in next to the girl, blade's edge to her neck. "A common error in translation, the commandment. 'Thou Shalt Not Commit Murder.' The gangsters that I... in Hokkaido, they were like this girl, here. Possessed by foreign demons. I... I could not drive the evil out, their barbs sunk in too thick. I had to release them the only way I could."

"So you killed them."

"I had to!" His voice entreated us to forgive, to absolve, to understand. "The first... I didn't know what he was. I thought he was just another gangster, coming to extort the church as they do their own temples. When I refused him he came at me. We struggled and he fell and... and at first I was afraid that I'd accidentally killed a man. No matter his earthly crimes, he was not beyond salvation. But then, as I rushed to his side, I saw... I saw the marks, the ink upon his flesh as if the demon inside him was bubbling to the surface. His arms, his back, his chest... it was then that I knew –  knew – that he was hell-spawn."

"It didn't stop there, did it?" Bartleby asked quietly, stepping around the temple's interior, circling around the Curate and his hostage.

"No. No, then I knew they were there. Demons, Detective. The other criminals, they had the same sorts of tattoo-work. I used my station as a priest to lure them to a secluded mill, where I ambushed them and tried to drive the demons out. But I couldn't, not before their bodies gave out, as I couldn't with this poor woman."

"If you kill her now," Bartleby said, "She won't enter the Kingdom of Heaven in a state of grace."

"I've absolved her of her sins, Detective," the Curate said "The demon will perish in the lake of fire, but she will return to sit at the throne of God for eternity."

"You poor, poor, sick fool," Bartleby raised his pistol again. "You've been lying to yourself. You killed a man -- an accident -- but you convinced yourself that he was a demon. That he had to have been one, to justify an accident. But then... but then you had to see his fellows as demons, or that meant that you were wrong. That you were flawed. That you were a killer. And so you kept killing. Even here, back in England, you cannot stop."

The Curate's breathing had almost stopped while Bartleby spoke.

"You're a mad dog, Lakewood," I snarled. "Give it up, give yourself up, or we'll put you down like a dog."

A strange whining cry came out from behind the mask, and the Curate pushed away from the girl to rush towards me, blade raised. From his stance, from his grip on the blade, I knew he'd had training in how to use it. I am not a trained fighter. I don't know the secrets of combat, or of style and technique. As William Lakewood neared me, I relied on the tools I always do when it comes to violence: Force and Acceleration.

He came in with an elegant drawing strike that, had it connected, would have neatly parted the skin of my throat and sent my lifeblood free from my jugular. I countered with the broad side of my crowbar, smashing into the side of his blade and knocking it aside. It did not, as I had expected, shatter, but before he could bring it around again to gut me Bartleby fired his pistol, shooting the man in the chest. He dropped to the ground, his sword clattering aside, rasped out a few rattling breaths, and died.

 

***

 

"Unofficially the Church wishes to thank you both for excising this sickness afflicting the St. Barnabas parish," the Bishop told us. Shortly after the Metropolitan Police had sorted things with Buckley we had been contacted -- and collected -- by representatives of the Church and brought to the imposing confines of an audience room with the Archbishop of London, where we were to be debriefed by the Bishop, on behalf of His Eminence himself. Buckley and his accomplice, Miss Fortier had been collected as well, and looked distinctly uncomfortable.

"Unofficially," Bartleby echoed, doing his best to seem unaffected by the austere luxury of the audience chamber.

"Unofficially. We cannot, of course, be seen publicly condoning the slaying of one of our own, and cannot admit to the misdeeds he committed here or abroad during his missionary work."

"That would be gauche," I snorted.

The Bishop regarded me coldly. "You're an Engineer. I don't expect you to understand the politics of the matter, but it is a delicate thing. Relationships between the Empire and Japan are tense -- I can assure you that the Home Office would quite agree with us that discretion is in order."

"And of the men the Curate killed?" Miss Fortier asked in a dusky voice without a trace of a Russian accent.

"Criminals and murderers themselves. Their own sins would have caught up with them eventually. And as for you, Miss Fortier and Mr. Buckley... you will be well compensated and are strongly encouraged to leave the city."

"The broadsheets have made that a certainty," Buckley crossed his arms, gaze steady on the Bishop's desk. "What with the light they've shed on the pair of us."

"Yes. Well. We have added our own incentives towards that goal, and we strongly recommend it. Considering the alternative. But now there's the matter of your own discretion, Mr. Bartleby, Mr. Wainwright."

"What of it?"

"We cannot have rumours of the Church's complicity floating about, gentlemen."

"Complacency, then," I replied. "You knew that Lakewood was an unstable psychotic, yet you returned him here to London."

"It was hoped that his indiscretions were mere xenophobia."

"Mere?"

"It's a different culture there. Far different than what you can imagine. Some men cannot handle the culture shock. But we digress."

"You want to buy our silence?" Bartleby asked.

"We wouldn't put it in such vulgar terms."

"We are not gossips, your eminence. Nor wags. Our consultancy prides itself upon discretion."

"Excellent. I believe we understand one another."

"We do."

"Then go with God, gentlemen, and should you require any ecclesial assistance, I am at your disposal."

As we left, I couldn't help but voice my displeasure. "That whole meeting left an unpleasant taste in my mouth."

"Get used to it, James. That's the taste of power and authority. We're making waves here in the city, and it's being noticed by power players. The Home Office, wealthy industrialists, and now Mother Church herself."

"I don't like it."

"I'm afraid that doesn't matter. It only gets filthier from here on. Trust me, someday we'll be glad the Church feels like it owes us a favour."

"I have the feeling that I'll like calling in that favour even less."

"That's the spirit, James. Now come on, let's get home. We've got some celebrating to do."

Perhaps it Wasn't so Bad

 

It was some time after midnight when Aldora found me on the roof of her townhouse, sitting on the edge of its eve. She walked the gabled ridge with careless ease, one booted foot in front of the next, as casually as other women made their way down the sidewalk. Her features were pale in the moonlight, and I've been reliably told that they are considered by some to be quite fetching.

I gave her a scant glance. "Bartleby's finally passed out, has he?"

"Not yet," she said, standing still behind me. "He's still playing cards with the commodore."

"A boundless font of energy undamped by the spirits he's consumed."

"It's honestly exhausting some times," Aldora said. "Like an excitable terrier when he regales with stories of your little adventures."

I watched the trees blowing in the wind. "Cases, Miss Fiske. He calls them cases."

"Just so." I heard her sit. "Though I'm impressed he's maintained a steady interest in them for, what, a year?"

"Almost two," I said. "I think his interest had been waning when the Spider case came up. It'd been nothing but lost inheritances and paternity cases... Alton enjoyed the near scandal, but it wasn't much the challenge. The last eight months though..."

"Clockwork assassins, aerial sabotage, monsters, and madmen," she said. "It's a bit much."

"It does nothing but inspire and invigorate him," I said.

We sat for a few moments in silence.

"Did you want something?"

"I wanted to see why you were sitting out here your lonesome."

"I don't much enjoy social gatherings," I said. "And I find many of Bartleby's associates to be trying."

A touch of warmth entered her voice. "There's more to life than your workshop, Mr. Wainwright."

"A fact I am continually reminded of," I said. "Alton has this... infectious enthusiasm about him, though, that pulls me in despite my best intentions to the contrary."

"I have noticed, yes," she said. "The two of you... you're very different. Perhaps that's why you work so well together."

"We mitigate each others' weaknesses."

"As much as you allow yourself to be mitigated," Aldora said.

I didn't reply. She was saying more than the words she uttered. Some subtext, perhaps, some question she wanted to ask, some topic she wanted to broach. It was a common means of communication in London, one in which Aldora perhaps surpassed her fiance's abilities, but I would have none of it. It wasn't an arena I was capable of competing in, so I preferred to remain straightforward and purposefully obtuse until my frustrated conversational partners were forced to speak plainly.

Aldora, unfortunately, played the long game. I could hear her rise. "I'll be back to my guests then, Mr. Wainwright. Do try not to damage the slates when you come in."

I climbed to my feet. "I'll come in as well, if only to bid my good-nights before heading home."

She looked back at me over her shoulder. "To the workshop, then."

"No, home. To sleep." I paused. "Perhaps just a few moments in the workshop before bed. To square some things away."

She smiled. "Of course, Mr. Wainwright. I suppose Alton has more cases lined up for the morning."

"Not so much that I know," I said. "Though I leave it to him to keep track. You've business yourself?"

"Some shopping that I've let neglected for too long," she said. "Then maybe a trip abroad. Unlike my fiance, I prefer not to spend all my time in one country, let alone one city."

"If you've the demeanour for it," I said. "Though I do believe Bartleby's seen enough of the world for the time being. Sometimes I think that that's why he's chosen hobbies that keep him near the city."

A shadow fell across her face, and I could see her lip quirk. "Perhaps, James, perhaps."

We spoke no more as we climbed back into the attic window that made a convenient roof access. He was a strange man, the one that tied us together, Alton Bartleby. Her fiance, perhaps my only friend. A nimble spider sitting in the midst of a social web of no certain purpose, at turns flippant and insightful.

This detective business had been his doing, his interest, but at some point over the last year, perhaps when I'd rescued Xin Yan or when I'd put things square between Buckely and myself, it had ceased being "his" and started being "ours." I still didn't know if I really liked being a detective, but I couldn't really deny that I was one. 

I don't know if Alton had intentionally sculpted our practice and our relationship in the mold of Sherlock and Watson, but that wasn't who we were. It was the 20th century now, if barely, a new world from their 19th. Whoever we were, whatever we were, it was something different, something new, and I've always been a fan of innovation. Let us be what we will be.

A GENTLEWOMAN'S CHRONICLES

Sky Pirates Over London

 

 

Magnesium-white and fire-orange flashes burst high above the streets of London. Dark shapes drifted through the ochre industrial smog like great birds of prey, drifting past one another before belching forth their dazzling coloured lights. Occasionally the fog around one would clear enough for keen-eyed observers to catch a glimpse of hull or rigging, but true awareness of their nature was reserved for the luminaries up among the clouds.

Captain Newton Mitchel had the questionable fortune to be close enough and he wasn't made much happier for it. "Hard to port!"

The midshipman at the helm of the HMA Brigadine, inexpertly hauling the ship's wheel into a rough spin, sent the Royal Armada Airship listing and stumbled over the corpse of the previous helmsman. Previously stationed over Gibraltar, the crew hadn't been sufficiently trained to replace casualties in the heat of battle.

The hull shuddered as a bolt of electricity slammed into it, hurled by their fog-shrouded opponent as it sailed into view. Their foe was larger but sleeker than the staunch British airship, a modern commercial vessel designed to sail for weeks between ports. A pair of electro-mechanical cannons had been bolt-mounted to the hard-points at its fore, cone-like devices of wire and clockwork covered in  circular copper plates capable of drawing forth the essence of the sky itself and focusing that energy into powerful blasts of concussive electric force. Each hit from these terrible weapons had shaken the Brigadine's integrity and killed a sizable portion of her crew.

The Brigadine coasted in an arc to orient its broadside towards the oncoming vessel. 

"All starboard fire!" Captain Mitchel shouted hoarsely into his command tube, his ragged voice transmitted throughout the ship to those crew that yet possessed ears capable of hearing. 

A bass vibration ran through the hull as twelve cannons fired simultaneously, their iron payloads soaring towards their oncoming foe. The other ship slipped out of the way with a surprising manoeuvrability for a vessel of its size. The cannons at its fore began to spark and glow ominously, and Mitchel knew that another attack was imminent. 

"Dive! Dive!" 

He fancied that he could hear the shuddering impact of at least one of the munitions the Brigadine had let fly, and allowed himself the faint hope that he and some of his crew might yet survive. 

That hope shattered when he saw the second pirate vessel closing out of the fog, its cannons already charged and glowing.

"Queen Victoria preserve us," he said, closing his eyes.

 

***

 

Chunks of burning wood and hot steel rained down upon the darkened streets of London, accompanied by showers of cinder and the smell of burning ozone. A few of the larger pieces smashed through rooftops, and the scattered pedestrians took cover under bridges and thick awnings. 

Gentlewoman Aldora Fiske stood unfazed, shopping bags in hand, next to her carriage, squinting at the fog-enshrouded sky. A large plank landed with a clatter to smoulder at her feet, a quarter of the Royal Armada's heraldry visibly etched into its charred surface.

"Miss Fiske, please." Agitation was palpable in her driver's voice. "You'd best climb in. The horses won't stave off panic for long."

She watched the other pedestrians running for cover that wouldn't protect them. "Indeed."

 

***

 

Aldora and her fiance Alton Bartleby sat in her parlour on either side of a silver-plated tea service. In most circumstances it would have been inappropriate for the pair to be alone without a chaperon, but special considerations were afforded them due to the length of the engagement. Even so, tongues did wag, and they limited how frequently they were alone together. It was only proper. While some might be tempted to relax their standards of propriety in the privacy of the home, Aldora was dressed in a proper and practical pigeon-breasted blouse, her skirts brushing the floor. The fashion houses of Paris had begun to showcase hemlines that cleared the floor and approach the ankle, but Aldora would never. Not in London.

"I'm afraid I've no cream to offer you, but would you care for some sugar?" Aldora paused mid-pour.

"Yes, please," Alton said. "One lump. They've cut the milk rations again?"

Aldora nodded, scooping a sugar cube into her fiance's cup. "I am afraid so. Dairy products are in short supply. Much of what hasn't been turned to cheese has soured."

"I blame the heat."

"I place the blame on the blockade," Aldora sniffed. "They're the ones preventing shipments into the city. Have you insight into who they are or who they represent?"

"Sadly not. They don't appear to be Luddites, though I'm sure the blaggards cannot help but cheer at the city's predicament. There's no tie to the local criminal element that I've been able to discern, and the multinational trading cartels suffer as much from this as anyone else. I'm afraid we're as stumped as Scotland Yard on this one." As usual Bartleby stood precariously at the height of men's fashion, his sack coat, waistcoat, and trousers coordinated to look tasteful without going all the way to fey. His stiff collar was adorned with a narrow four-in-hand necktie, a soft felt Homburg fedora resting in his lap. His moustache was waxed and casually curled.

"The Kaiser perhaps? Or one of England's other enemies? The Royal Armada Sky-dock was the first facility targeted, was it not?"

"All diplomats have uniformly denied involvement." Alton shook his head. "And James says that the firepower they're employing is well beyond even Prussia's technological prowess. Some form of galvanic cannons, he wagers."

Aldora wrinkled her nose at the mention of her fiancé's partner. "Speaking of Mr. Wainwright, why has he chosen not to grace us with his presence for tea?"

"Back at our home, down in his laboratory." Alton chuckled. "Working, as is his wont. I can attempt to summon him forth should you miss his wit so keenly."

"Heavens no, I'd hate to interrupt his important work."

"That's where we're at. We don't know who's targeting shipments into the city, and aside from some rumours of a drunk in Calais who claims to have been crew aboard one of the airships, mums been the word."

"Have you looked into that rumour?" Aldora sipped her tea.

Alton paled. Further, that is. "Oh, heavens no. Trust me, I'm all for it, but even though the airships seem to be set on targeting shipping rather than passenger lines, there isn't a captain within the city willing to risk passage across the channel. Not for all the coin I could offer, neither by sea nor by air."

"As dire as the situation is?"

"As dire. Parliament's too afraid of getting all the Lords together in one location to come about a plan of action, and the Queen, God bless her, has been ushered off into one of her bunkers. Nobody else has the power to mandate anything."

"They'll have to."

"Eventually, yes. The gentry will not stand the pinch of rationing for long, but things have a ways to go before they get to that point."

"People drop dead from starvation in the streets, Alton!" An octave's change in pitch was as close as Aldora got to raising her voice. "How much more dire do things need to become?"

"The poor, but the poor are always starving, are they not?"

She gave him a frosty glare. "Don't you start playing devil's advocate with me, Alton Bartleby. I'll not stand for it."

"Sorry, darling, force of habit."

Aldora glared at her fiancé, stirring her tea. After a tense moment her face softened and she continued in a sotto voice. "That's what they're actually saying, isn't it? The Lords? And they're not saying it to get a rise, they're saying it as if they believe it."

Bartleby sighed, regarding his cup, and did not respond. The pair sat still in the silence amongst the luxury of the Fiske family parlour.

Eventually Aldora took a sip of her tea. "Mother's been agitating about our nuptials again."

"Oh, splendid," Alton put his cup aside and ran a hand through his hair.

"She enquired just before you arrived, as she left to visit grandfather's grave. Such familial duties always make her somewhat maudlin."

"What did you tell her?"

"I told her I was deferring to your judgement on the matter."

"Thank you ever so much for that."

"You're quite welcome. But to be serious, Alton, we cannot put the matter off indefinitely. People will talk."

Alton sighed and picked up his cup again, stirring it idly. "Yes, well. We've got a goodly amount of time before we need to cross that bridge. Let the gossips wag premature."

"You underestimate the power of the Season's mutterings. And how easily it gets bored."

"Ah." Alton held up a finger. "But I am well aware of how easily distracted Society can be. Let them twitter on about Bartleby the Bachelor."

"I will not have you make me Aldora the Spinster, Mr. Bartleby."

Bartleby looked hurt. "Aldora! I would never put your good name at risk."

"No, you know too well the value of a Fiske to your social portfolio."

"Aldora!"

"I tease, of course--" She offered back a wan smile, pulling the spoon from her tea. Alton's spoon leapt, seemingly of its own accord, from his cup, splattering droplets of tea across the service, to cling to hers with a metallic 'ting'. "Oh my word!"

Alton stared at the crossed spoons. "Aldora! Is this the good silver?"

"No, just the plated nickel--"

Alton was moving in an instant, grabbing Aldora by the elbow and dragging her away. His explosive rise knocked the service aside, bowl of sugar and teapot falling to splash and scatter across the parlour's carpeting.

"Alton, what--"

"Run!" Bartleby pulled his fiancée towards the parlour's tall picture windows. He covered his face as he leapt through the glass, shattering its pane, and Aldora instinctively turned away from the shards flying past her face. She didn't resist his urgency, knowing full well that when Bartleby was spurred to sudden action that he had good reason. For all the man's faults, she trusted him, and trusted his judgement.

They hit the lawn and rolled just as the parlour seemed to explode behind them. The concussive shock pushed them forth, knocking them from the lawn to the drive leading up to the house. Aldora tucked into herself as she landed and rolled back to her feet, skirts falling about her legs into place without flaw, blouse unmarred by the lawn's earth, a ringing in her ears the only sound she could distinguish, the smell of fire in her nostrils. Bartleby's jacket had been torn by the jagged broken glass, the knees of his trousers muddied, hat missing from his head. He cast about briefly for it and moaned, finding it crushed.

Her hearing gradually returned, and Aldora pushed an errant curl back into her coif, returning to a state of perfect impeccable grace. "Alton, what--"

"Something James said to me." Bartleby fiddled with his hat, pushing the dents back out of its felt. "He kept going on about the science of galvanics, and mentioned that the cannons would interfere with the navigational equipment in targeted vessels. Such navigation is magnetic in nature, so when the spoons clung to one another--"

"You knew that a galvanic cannon had targeted the parlour." Aldora's gaze moved from the smoking crater that had been her family's home's parlour to the sky, where a sleek black shape drifted away through the clouds. "Well done, Alton, you've saved both of our lives."

"As you've saved mine often enough in the past."

The pair watched the burning wreckage of Aldora's home in silence. A fire brigade bell began to ring in the distance, and before long a bucket-line started to form.

"This presents an ugly wrinkle to the blockaders, should they have decided to strike at us directly."

"Strike at me, directly," Aldora said. "Other than the Royal Armada Sky-port, my home is the sole structure they've targeted."

"Perhaps they were targeting me? I have been investigating the matter."

"No. If you were their focus they'd have waited until you and your partner were together before attacking."

"That's hardly comforting."

"It was hardly meant to be." Aldora fell silent, wondering why these airshipmen had decided to target her, wondering at what the connection could possibly be.

 

***

 

Jack Fowler dreamed.

In his dream he was still transporting goods across the American heartland from the East coast to the West, still an airship pilot with a major shipping firm. He still lived in Boston, was still married to his childhood sweetheart, and still had a girlfriend in Los Angeles. In his dream, his brother was still alive, and Jack was sober more often than not. This was a welcome dream, a familiar dream, and lately he'd been sleeping as much as possible in order to dwell within it.

An outside influence gradually penetrated his dream-state. His name, repeated endlessly, calling to him from beyond the edges of his perception. It was accompanied by a persistent jabbing.

"Whu?" he gasped, sitting up with a snort, blinking at the strange woman in his room.

"Captain Fowler, I presume?" The woman had gone to great lengths to dress down to better suit the environs of east Soho, assembling a carefully working-class ensemble. Her shirtwaist's blouse was high collared and cut like a man's, her hat was wide-brimmed but unadorned by the feathers and ribbons that ladies of society favoured, and her hair was gathered into a simple knot atop her head. Despite this camouflage, Fowler could tell that she was a gentlewoman of breeding. Common clothes could not disguise the tone in the woman's voice, the surety of her posture, or the imperious confidence in her gaze. She held the parasol she'd been poking him with.

"Yeah." Even dressed down her elegance made him acutely aware of the shabby rough-and-tumble nature of his own clothes, denim trousers and a leather jacket over a shirt that hadn't been washed within memory. They fit the disarray of the room he was renting above the pub, empty whiskey bottles strewn about like forgotten failures.

"Captain Fowler, I have been led to believe that you have an airship available for charter."

Before answering he cast about for one of the bottles scattered about his floor -- it was never auspicious to conduct business on an empty stomach. The woman nudged it out of his reach with her toe, and he gazed at it, forlorn. "Yeah."

"I am Miss Fiske, and I would like to charter your services, Captain Fowler."

Fowler leaned over, trying to reach the bottle, which remained just out of his grasp. He whimpered as his fingertips just managed to drag across its surface, Miss Fiske watching him like some interesting new species of insect.

Miss Fiske raised her voice. "Captain Fowler, I said I'd like to hire you."

"I heard you." Jack gave up and rolled over onto his back, knocking empty glass bottles to scatter across the floor. "Where did you want to go?"

"I need transport to Calais."

"Calais?" he pulled a cigarette out of his breast pocket and stuck it between his lips. "Across the channel? You know there's a blockade on, right?"

Aldora fixed her gaze on the man. "You were not my first choice in captains, Captain Fowler. None of the others I approached were willing to take the risk."

He chuckled; the possibility of death was far from a deterrent. "Yeah, I'll give it a go." He sat up and coughed sharply, then spat into a bucket. Aldora remained stone-faced. "Won't be cheap, though."

"Money is no object."

"My three favourite words."

"That's four words."

"Good thing you're not hiring me as a tutor, then?" Fowler stood and stretched, giving a loud, drawn-out yawn. "I can be ready to depart this afternoon."

"Will that be enough time to sober up?"

He gave the woman a wry grin. "Now why on earth would I want to do that, Miss Fiske? Blockade running isn't a sober business."

"I don't find that amusing, Captain Fowler. I insist we wait until dark, at the very least. I don't want to be spotted leaving."

"Fine." Fowler rolled his eyes. "Be at the Soho airfield an hour before dawn. Bring the money and whatever luggage you'll need. Will you be requiring return passage?"

"Perhaps." Aldora folded her arms. "It depends on how quickly we find what we're looking for."

"Oh? And what might you be looking for in Calais?"

"Answers, Captain. Answers."

 

***

 

They departed the next day, before the financial centres of the city woke, when the first shift of working men were starting their toils. The steam and smoke from these factories blended with the morning fog to create a cover that the pair hoped would conceal them from the dangerous warships lurking in the skies above. Fowler had greeted Aldora with his lopsided smile and aggressive bravado, but even his voice faded as they edged out over the water. He'd doused the ship's running lights, and his small private airship, the Persephone, slid through the ominous early morning with only the pale grey morning light to guide her.

A dark shape loomed out of the mists above them, crossing broadside. Ominous green lights shown from the portholes in its hull, and dim figures could be seen observing the Persephone. Electrical arcs crackled the length of the lightning cannons mounted to the ship's fore.

"Stirner," Aldora read the ship's name off of its hull. "Why does that sound familiar?"

Fowler slowly turned the ship's wheel to angle away from the ship crossing their path. "Sounds German. Suppose they belong to the Kaiser?" 

"Supported by him at best," Aldora shuddered. "If the man wanted to start a war he'd just start it." But that wasn't it. Stirner. It was a man's name, she knew that much, but she wasn't able to associate it with any face. Not directly, at any rate.

The Stirner drifted back off into the industrial fog, letting the Persephone continue on across the channel.

 

***

 

The Vieil Métis was a typical dockside Calais tavern. While lacking the desperation of the East End pubs in London, it never-the-less attracted many of the same calibre of rough and dangerous men, sailors all, on leave while waiting for their vessels to take them to London, or northeast to the Danish fish markets, or south to the warmer French ports. The disruption of shipping across the Channel had been terrible for the city and not much better for its taverns; those who tried to make the voyage had died, and few wanted to wait in port for the situation to resolve itself.

The solitude suited Milos just perfectly. He'd told his story several times to the largely unbelieving ears of the tavern's audience, and now just wanted to be left alone with his solitude and his wine. The former he had plenty of, the latter... his coin was running thin, and he could barely afford enough drink to keep the tavern's keeper from throwing him into the streets. He was deeper in his sorrows than in his cups, and failed to notice the Englishwoman approaching until she'd sat down at his table.

He wiped his nose on his sleeve and glanced around at the rest of the empty common room. "Plenty of seats away from my malaise, bonne dame."

"I've not come for the plentiful seating," she said. Her associate, an American, was ordering a drink from the barman. "I've come to hear you speak."

"Speak?" he asked, uncorking his bottle of wine and drinking a few precious drops. "What could I possibly have to say that would be of interest?"

"Want me to persuade him for you?" Captain Fowler, joining them at the table.

"No." The Englishwoman was dressed for the docks, dull coloured clothes, sturdy and serviceable. She spoke French without an accent, but Milos could see the English in her spine, could see the blueness of her blood in the tilt of her face. "Rumour has that you've been telling a tale I'd much like to hear."

"It's not a tale I care to tell anymore."

The man grabbed the bottle away from him. "Spill it, old salt."

"Non non non!" he said, reaching for the bottle. "Don't spill it, I haven't much left, and when I am out the taverner will kick me out into the cold!"

The Englishwoman took the bottle from her companion and placed it back in front of Milos. "There's another bottle for you if you tell me your story."

Milos's eyes narrowed. "More than a bottle, perhaps."

"Sir, I do hope you are not implying anything beyond the bounds of propriety."

Milos was quick to hold up his hands. "Non, belle-fille! Do not get the wrong idea! I simply can see that what I know is somehow important to you. Surely it is worth more than the price of a bottle of cheap wine!"

"A bottle of wine now, and if your story tells me what I need to know... then, well, I will pay your room and board in the finest of Calais's inns for a week."

"You are too generous, bonne dame, and I pray what I tell you is worth your while."

 

***

 

Milos had been enticed into a life of piracy by his boyhood friend, Jacques. The pair enticed a number of like-minded young men into buying into an airship, and they set about preying on shipping and passenger routes throughout Western Europe. Most airships lacked any defencive weaponry, and it was a trivial matter to escape over the nearest border when they ran afoul of any nation's military. The webs of rivalry and alliance made cooperation between states over a matter of simple piracy unlikely, and the crew of the Libertine prospered greatly over the next decade.

"Most of the time we'd put the passengers and crew ashore," he said. "Jacques knew that if we started to kill, we would only draw the full attention of the nations of the world. As long as we remained a minor menace, it was not worth the bother to hunt us down, you know? It was more fun to be gentlemen pirates than cutthroats anyway."

"You and I have very different ideas of what the word 'gentleman' means," Aldora said, but bade Milos continue.

One year ago they had captured a passenger liner travelling up the coast of France. The passengers were relieved of their belongings and most were set aground. "There were a few that were important enough to be ransomed off, if their families had the money." One of these men, an Englishman, declined the opportunity for ransom and instead petitioned to join the crew. 

"In the air we are a democracy," Milos said. "When at arms, then it is the captain's word that is law. But for matters such as this, the crew had to agree."

The Englishman, who had given his name as Max ("An obvious pseudonym."), was personable enough about the crew so as to gain approval. He became fast friends with the captain, and offered much good advice regarding tactics and practises.

"I did not trust him as easily," Milos recalled. "He had an edge to him. A hard edge. Always pushing for more, and agitating."

"Agitating?" Fowler asked.

"Talking like a socialist," Milos dismissed. "Going on about class, class, class. About how we working men were exploited by the nation-states and the bourgeoisie and such. To talk to pirates of such things! Those of us who had been with the Libertine from the start, we laughed him off, but some of the younger men, full of fire and the spirit of the age, they listened. But what did it matter? Jacques trusted him, and his ideas were good. Within a year we had purchased a second vessel, and Max was working on getting us better cannons."

"This second vessel," Aldora asked. "The Stirner?"

"Stirner? Non. It was La Justice. Why?"

"No reason," Aldora said. "You were saying about cannons?"

"Yes, Max's idea. He was always petitioning a greater use of force, and more of the men were listening. Jacques and I were opposed, of course -- greater weapons only means greater temptation to use them -- but the men outvoted us. Max made a deal with some American inventor for some sort of lightning cannons. It was shortly after that that he led the mutiny. It was a quick battle... he threw Captain Jacques over the railing one night after dinner, and had those of us loyal to him put to the sword."

"How did you survive?" Fowler asked.

"I was wounded, see?" The ex-pirate lifted his shirt, showing a pattern of healing scarlet wounds on his chest. "Gruesome, non? Max was an excellent swordsman. He'd pierced me seven times before I'd so much as cleared my scabbard." 

Aldora peered closely at the pattern, biting her lip, her face going a little grey. "The Sette-Punti Stella." 

"Quoi?" 

"I've seen that pattern before," Aldora said, her voice a whisper. "The 'Seven-Point Star.' I've seen that manoeuvre performed." 

"It was painful, let me tell you." 

"It's a secret technique of the Castgnaga school." Aldora stood. 

"Whatever it was, when he had struck me so, I dropped my cutlass and fell to my knees in shock. They threw me over the side, and only the cold salt water revived me. It was my great fortune that a fishing boat found me before I drowned." 

"It wasn't shock. The Seven-Point Star targets the nerve clusters of the major muscle groups and induces paralysis. There are only six men alive today who can perform it." She paused. "Five men. Thank you for your tale, Milos. I'll set you up for the week wherever you'd like to stay."

"Merci. This place is as good as any."

 

***

 

Out on the street Aldora turned and handed a parcel to the Captain. "I need you to return with this to London."

"What, you're not heading back with me?"

"No. I'm off to New Jersey, and then New York."

"I don't like the idea of leaving you to your own devices, Miss Fiske." Fowler took the parcel reluctantly.

"Believe me, this is a matter of utmost importance, Captain. I need you to go to my home -- what's left of it -- and retrieve a package for me from the hope chest in the closet of my sleeping quarters. A bundle of envelopes tied with a blue string. Can you do this for me?"

"Yeah."

"This parcel contains the address in New York that I will need the bundle shipped to, as well as sufficient postage and with the pay you've been promised."

"As you like it, Miss Fiske. Be careful."

"What I need is expedience. I cannot afford careful."

 

***

 

"You are one of the most revolting men I have ever met." The words left Aldora's mouth almost conversationally, as if she were discussing the weather.

"I've no doubt that a woman of your charms has known a great many men," Thomas Edison said with a sneer. "But I am afraid that those charms won't avail you here. I'm a happily married man, Miss Fiske--"

"You're an appalling bore."

"--and an honest businessman. Many clients come to me seeking innovation, and these clients appreciate the discretion I provide them with."

Aldora sat across the large Mahogany desk from Edison. Papers littered the desk, some of which were patent applications, others financial documents and ledgers. Thomas Alva Edison himself was in excellent shape for a person of sixty years. His wealth and success had not made a soft man of him.

"These men are pirates of the worst sort, Mr. Edison. They've killed a great many merchant airmen and members of the Royal Armada."

"It's none of my concern what my innovations are used for, I simply care that they work." Edison opened a box on his desk and removed a cigar.

"That's a monstrous indifference!"

He pulled a cigar clip from his pocket. "That's capitalism, Miss Fiske. American ingenuity knows no bounds."

"Not the bounds of decency, that's for certain."

Snip! went the clip, and Edison stuck the cigar in his mouth. "Your bleeding-heart humanism smacks of Communist sympathies, Miss Fiske. Such is the speech of Unionisers and anarchists."

"And you sold powerful galvanic weapons to pirates!"

"Capitalist pirates!" Edison lit his cigar, taking a puff, and blowing a ring of smoke into the air. 

"So you condone piracy? I'm surprised, even for you that's a new low."

"I condone the Capitalism. Tell me, Miss Fiske, how do you suppose that the other houses of Europe will respond when they see that one ship armed with Edison Electro-Cannons held the entire British Sky-Armada at bay? I'll be swamped in orders. Drowning in money."

"You're disgusting."

"There's a war coming," Edison was suddenly serious, sitting forward in his desk. "A great war. War like this Earth has never seen. The alliances of old in Europe permit nothing less, Miss Fiske."

"And you intend to profit from it."

"I intend to survive it. America isn't bound by Europe's tangled skein, Miss Fiske. When Europe burns, America will emerge as the greatest nation, untouched by war, an industrial giant to usher in a new era of prosperity and enlightenment."

"Then why do you supply nations with these horrible weapons?"

"Because the more devastated Europe is, the stronger America will be. Galvanic rifles. Resurrected troops. Ironclad airships. Clockwork steam-tanks." Each syllable came out of Edison's mouth a staccato burst. "After the horrors of war, all of Europe will clamour for sane American dominion, and inventors and engineers will lead the way."

"I was wrong," Aldora said bitterly. "You're not a bore. You're a monster."

Edison sat back, blinking, and seemed to recover his composure. "You'll have to forgive me, Miss Fiske. I had no intention to upset you so. For your own good I'm afraid I must cut this interview short."

"Please," Aldora said, leaning forward. "Tell me the name of the man you dealt with. Tell me what he looked like!"

The door to Edison's office opened behind her. A pair of his assistants, large and broad-shouldered men with cruel smiles and scarred hands, stepped inside.

"Good day, Miss Fiske."

 

***

 

Back in her West Orange hotel room Aldora sat and unwrapped the package that Captain Fowler had sent to her from London. Letter after letter, written in the same elegant hand, on the same Parisian stationary, all telling her the same thing. Screaming it so loudly that she couldn't ignore the signs. Her hands trembled as she carefully slid each missive back into its envelope, and she felt faint as she carefully placed them atop her room's desk. 

"Grayson," she said in a small, almost childlike voice. "Oh, why, Grayson?"

Her hand drifted almost instinctively to the locket around her neck.

 

***

 

Dark figures moved through the West Orange Farragut Hotel corridors, men with hats pulled low and coat pockets bulging with nefarious intent. If any of the guests or staff saw their silent passage they kept quiet, knowing the man they worked for, and knowing that discretion was the better part of valour. Neither man tarried in their dark task, proceeding swiftly and full of menace up to the hotel's second floor, down to the end of the corridor to the spacious suite occupied by the lone travelling Englishwoman, their shadows contrasting with the yellow patterns of the hall's wallpaper.

Gloved hands used delicate tools to spring the hotel's lock, and the well-maintained door's hinges remained silent as the pair crept inside. Dangerous tools both blunt and sharp were pulled from jacket pockets, and the murderous men descended on the still form beneath silk sheets.

A ripping blade found not soft yielding flesh to part, but rather goose-down-stuffed pillows, and a length of pipe cracked not skull but flexible mattress.

"The hotel management shall be quite displeased," Aldora spoke from the darkness, turning on a lamp to reveal herself in a chair across from the bed, pistol levelled at her would-be murders. "You've made a dreadful mess of their sheets."

The man with the knife growled and took a half-step towards the woman, only to be halted by his partner.

"A dead-shot, this one," he warned.

"She's just a girl," his partner said. "I doubt she could hit either of us."

"Care to wager your life, sir?" Aldora asked.

"I don't," the man with the pipe said. "Look at the way she holds the piece."

"So?"

"Thumb on the hammer, ready to slip. She'd drop us both before we even heard the report."

His partner was silent.

"Go." Aldora gestured towards the door with her free hand, the pistol level on her intruders. "Tell Mr. Edison that I've gotten what I've come for, but that our business is not yet settled. Understand?"

"Damn right we're not done." The knife-wielder growled, but allowed his partner to pull him back through the doorway.

 

***

 

"You're looking well, Nikola."

They both knew that it was a lie, but the inventor smiled anyway. "And you remain as radiant as ever we meet, Aldora. If I'd known you were coming by, I'd have cleaned up for you."

Aldora glanced around the brick interior of the Wardenclyffe Tower's facility building.  The entire building was constructed in the style of the Italian Renaissance, and the laboratory area contained all manner of electromechanical devices, few of which she could identify. To Aldora's untrained eye, everything was bulbs and tubes, wires and cables. Through a great window in the back she could see the wood-framed tower itself, almost two-hundred feet tall, with a steel hemisphere cupola at the top.

Nikola Tesla followed her gaze. "Do you like it? Overly phallic, I know, but in a way it could not be anything else. The shaft sinks another hundred meters into the earth."

"Good heavens, why?"

A strange sort of mania flashed briefly though the inventor's face. "To give it such a grip on this earth that the whole of the globe might quiver."

"Nikola," Aldora said softly. She had told him of her visit, both by telegram before leaving France, and again before leaving New Jersey, but he'd been honestly surprised to see her appear at the entrance to his machine shop.

"If I get the funding I need," he continued, turning back to his mass of wires and tubes, "it will be the core of my World Wireless System. Imagine. A world linked through free and abundant energy. There would be no more struggle. No more conflict. No more need for war."

"Edison says that the world will fall into a great war within the next decade."

"Edison!" Nikola spat and raised his fists. "What does he know? He is a reprehensible man. An uneducated man with contempt for book-learning and no interests other than business. Science is just another investment, patents just a revenue stream. What I could have done with his resources..."

Aldora placed a hand on the man's shoulder. "It's been too long, Nikola."

He turned, clutching at her hand like a drowning man. Hers was one of the few touches he had learnt to abide. "It has been how long?"

"A decade, almost."

"A decade?" He turned back to his workbench. "I hear that you're engaged now. Is he a good man?"

"Good enough," Aldora said. "One who will give me the freedoms I require to live the life that I desire."

"Good," Tesla said. "A decade. I suppose I am an old man to you now?"

"You have the energy of a man half your age."

"Energy. Yes. Hm."

He seemed to drift off again, thinking thoughts that Aldora could not begin to fathom. She waited patiently for his attention to return.

"Edison, you said. You have spoken to him?"

"Yes. Of necessity."

A hurt look crossed Nikola's face. "And you did not come to me?"

"Oh Nikola," Aldora said. "No. Edison sold some sort of galvanic cannons to some criminals that are using them to terrorise London, but he wouldn't tell me anything about them."

"London?" Nikola said. "That won't do. London will be important."

"Important?"

Nikola turned and erased a chalkboard alongside his instrument panel. "How long can you stay?"

The question seemed to surprise Aldora. "A few days, I suppose?"

"Three days. I will need three."

"I can stay three."

"Prvoklasan!" he exclaimed.

 

***

 

Over the next three days Nikola Tesla built a strange looking generator for Aldora Fiske. It looked like all the rest of his electromechanical apparatus did -- wires and tubes -- but this device seemed even more slap-dash jury-rigged than the rest of it.

"What does it... erm..." she asked, examining the breadbox-sized device.

"I call it an Ionic Shield," Tesla said. "It will protect you from Edison's galvanic weapons. Or any other electricity-based armament, I suppose."

"Marvellous!"

"It will de-ionise the emissions of the Galvanic Cannons and render their issue inert. This is only a prototype, though. I am afraid it will burn out rather quickly, but it should be enough to get an airship close enough to board the pirate vessel."

"How does it work?" Aldora asked.

"Simply mount it to one of your airship's hard-points. It will function reactively. It's functioning now, in fact, aligning the ions of the surrounding air. Don't worry; normal static electricity will not burn the device out, nor will normal operation of an airship."

"Nikola," Aldora said. "Do you mean to tell me you've developed an anti-lighting field?"

"Oh," he said. "I suppose I have. Perhaps I will patent it, and get rich like that kopile Edison."

She leaned forward and gave the inventor a peck on the cheek. "Thank you, Nikola."

He turned and grabbed her hands again. "Be careful, Aldora."

"I will."

"And do not wait another decade to come see me again!"

"I won't! Perhaps I'll invite you to the wedding."

"Pfah," Nikola grinned.

 

***

 

"Why am I doing this again?" Fowler asked, glancing back over his shoulder as he worked to attach the Ionic Shield to Persephone's bow. The old barn that the American pilot stored his airship in was littered with spare machine parts and tools largely kept in bins and buckets.

"Money," Aldora said.

"Lots of money," Fowler clarified.

"And the gratitude of London and the United Kingdom," Aldora added.

"Will that gratitude also be monetary?"

"I cannot speak for the Home Office," Aldora said, "but I cannot imagine that being the man who saved London would not result in excellent business contacts."

"Business contacts." Fowler mulled. "I like that. Sounds respectable."

"Oh, it is," Aldora assured. 

"Fine. Let's get on with it, then." Fowler stepped down from his stepladder and carelessly tossed his wrench into one of the buckets.

"Is that the American 'Can-Do' attitude I've heard so much about?"

"No," Fowler said, wiping his greasy hands off on a kerchief.  "But if you're curious about it and we can push our departure back a bit I can give you a demonstration."

He stepped in close to Aldora, wry grin on his face, his earthy graphite scent filling her nostrils. His proximity was a physical thing, registering on her skin despite the inches between them. Aldora's bemused expression didn't falter. "Alas, Mr. Fowler, I'm spoken for, and we cannot afford even a few minutes' delay."

He turned back towards his airship with a barked laugh. "Well enough, Miss Fiske. Let's get on with this suicide mission of yours."

 

***

 

Luck held with the Persephone, and the sleek form of the Stirner was swiftly discovered in the fogs above London. The larger airship ignored the smaller vessel until it became clear that the Persephone had plotted an intercept course. The fog was lit with an incandescent glow as the pirate's Galvanic Cannon charged, small auras flickering around its generators, a high-pitched whine audible even aboard the smaller vessel.

"Let's hope that your mad scientist's shields work," Fowler said, jaw set.

"I have the utmost faith in Mr. Tesla's work," Aldora said.

Fully charged, the Galvanic Cannons crackled and fired bright white arcs of electric death towards the smaller vessel. It seemed to split as it reached the sphere of invisible ionised air around the Persephone, fracturing and cascading to form a jagged net over the border of the shield's protection. It glowed bright white for an instant, almost blinding those within, and the cabin rocked with a slight concussive force, but when it faded Fowler's vessel appeared unharmed.

"It worked!" Fowler said. "Bully for your Tesla."

"We're not aboard yet."

There was a pause aboard the Persephone, and the Stirner began charging its Cannons again.

"Brace for impact," Fowler warned.

The lightning cannons fired again. This time the arcs came closer to the Persephone before they split, and the jagged electric net they dissipated to was markedly smaller, almost touching the Persephone's hull. The concussive force that struck the ship was more powerful, sending Fowler sprawling, and slamming Aldora against the hull. The ozone smell of the Ionic Shield had grown more noticeable, and small wisps of smoke began to issue from its innards.

"It'll not protect us from a third hit," Aldora warned.

"All ahead." Fowler pushed the Persephone's throttle to full, and the ship lunged forward.

"Captain Fowler?"

"No time to look for a bay and come in for a soft landing." The Captain stared directly at the Stirner, his jaw clenched, eyes narrowed. "Brace for impact!"

Aldora wrapped her arm around a length of hanging chain and set her hip against the railing. The Stirner's Cannons began to charge a third time, and through the cabin's forward windows small arcs of electricity could be seen playing over the surface of the ship.

"It's going to be close!" Captain Fowler shouted over the ever-increasing whine of the galvanic weapons. 

There was a bright flash as the Ionic Shield, now scarcely larger than the Persephone's hull, came into contact with the electrically-charged surface of the Stirner, a bright shock-wave that seemed to travel the length of the other ship's hull. The smaller vessel crashed into the hull of the larger, piercing it like a dagger to the heart.

 

***

 

"You've certainly kept me waiting long enough, though I cannot imagine that pirates are known for their promptness."

The handful of men that had been dispatched to see to the crash-site glanced at one another uneasily. They were hard men, anarchists and killers and rogues who would back-stab their best mates for the most trivial of reasons, carrying well-used rifles and sharpened cutlasses, but they seemed unprepared for the sight of Aldora sitting atop the crate in the cargo hold, legs demurely crossed, folded parasol in her lap, dressed in impeccable London fashion, hair perfectly coiffed, examining the disposition of her makeup in a hand mirror among the smoke and flames from the Persephone's wreckage.

"Where's the rest of your crew?" one of the pirates demanded, brandishing his cutlass.

"You will take me to your Captain now."

"What we'll do is run you through and toss you out the hole your junk-heap made in our hull!" One of the others sneered, stepping forward. "After having our way with you, perhaps!"

Aldora was on her feet in a flash, body extended in a perfect lunge, parasol extended so that its razor-tip brushed the pirate's throat. "What you shall do is escort me to your captain, or I shall be compelled to hurt you quite badly. I am offering you parley. I suggest you take it."

He stared down at the edge near his throat. "You'd never take all of us. Our riflemen would have you before you'd taken two of us down."

"Perhaps," Aldora said, stance rigid, parasol unwavering, her tone's ice being eclipsed by the fire in her eyes. "But you'll be there first to escort me into hell."

He glanced down at her parasol's tip once more, its edge catching the firelight.

 

***

 

"Aldora?" the Pirate Captain seemed shocked to see her. He was dressed casually, sloppily, in an uncared-for French military airship-captain's jacket. It didn't quite fit him, the man he'd taken it from being slightly broader of shoulder and thicker of waist than the tall and athletic captain. It seemed his sole concession to his station, worn over continental-style working-man's trousers and an unlaced poet-shirt. "I thought I blew you up?"

"Grayson." The pirates had taken her parasol, which she surrendered only after extracting their word that they would take her to their leader, and the assurance that she could kill them just as easily with her bare hands.

He boggled at her a moment longer, then laughed and ran a hand through the unruly hair atop his head. "I should have known! It takes a Fiske to counter a Fiske. Fantastic."

Aldora's tone and expression remained carefully neutral. "What I find fantastic is that you still consider yourself worthy of the name, dear brother."

Grayson Fiske scowled, turning away from his sister to gaze out through the London fog. "I do not consider the name worthy in the slightest. Just another wealthy family feeding from the blood and sweat of the working class. The Fiske name is as worthless as any other; I've cast it aside and taken a new one."

"Stirner."

"My favoured philosopher." Grayson cracked a smile. "You remember from my letters. Maxwell Stirner's egoism has become the guiding light in my life."

"I remember your arrogance and anticipated that you'd name your flagship after yourself."

Grayson's smile twitched and faded. "We never used to bicker so."

"You didn't used to kill people. And piracy?"

"Propaganda of the Deed," Grayson said. "What the Stirner does is send a message, Aldora."

"The only message I see is a criminal one."

"And?" Grayson asked. "Criminality is as valid a lifestyle as that of the upper classes, perhaps less exploitive, and certainly less deceptive about it."

"My brother, the petty thug."

"There's nothing petty about it, dear sister. Our piracy is a personal and violent rejection of an intolerable society. More-so, it's an example to the oppressed. They needn't follow the rules set by their social betters to entrench their own position."

"My brother, the economic terrorist."

Grayson half-turned towards his sister. "I don't think I care for your tone."

Aldora's tone remained lightly mocking. "I don't think I care for your hypocrisy. You claim you desire to encourage the working man to rise up and cast off his shackles? Who do you think your blockade is hurting more? The wealthy bankers might need to ration the sugar for their tea, but the poor are starving. Do you imagine that they'll thank you before they fall dead in the streets? Do you suppose the last words on their lips will be praise for their selfless pirate benefactor?"

"Sacrifices must be made," Grayson said, crossing the room to glare at his sister. "And the poor are used to suffering, to dying, while the well-off cannot abide the loss of their luxuries. Do you imagine that this rationing is equitable? Of course not. The poor must ever be content with the scraps from the table of the elite. When the situation grows intolerable enough -- and it shall -- the proletariat will rise and cast the upper class from their pedestals to crash and shatter on the cobblestones of Downing Street."

"I don't think you've thought your cunning plan all the way through."

"You see a flaw?"

"Only the part where you're utterly delusional."

Grayson's face flushed. "I'd hoped that you'd at least understand, Aldora, after our years of correspondence. You seemed sympathetic."

"Yes, well, I am afraid that it is difficult to convey a proper tone of condescending patronising over an epistolary medium."

Her brother turned violently from her, hand lighting to the hilt of the rapier he wore at his hip. "Where are the rest of your crew?"

"Dead in the crash, I should imagine. Fortunate enough to be spared your ridiculous schoolboy philosophy."

Grayson turned abruptly towards the men he had standing by. "Take her to the brig, and join those looking for her compatriots."

 

***

 

An airship's engine was a complicated thing of gears, steam, and steel. Cogs spun, pistons pistoned, and sprockets... did whatever sprockets did. Fowler wasn't too sure exactly what a sprocket even was, but he wasn't an engineer. The maintenance he performed on the Persephone was limited to checking the oil every so often and tapping at the gauges if they went into their red-zones, whatever that meant. Probably explosions. He paid a mechanic to look the thing over once or twice a year whenever it started making more horrible noises than he could tolerate and they presumably fixed it.

All that was moot, of course. The Persephone was lost. It was a financial loss more than anything; his ship had undergone enough repairs and retrofits since he'd expatriated that he doubted there was a single original rivet left in the heap. Still, a ship was more than its hull and gasbags, it was the intent and memories it held.

No great loss then. If he were lucky, the Home Office would be grateful enough to give him a handsome reward. Or perhaps Ford, Daimler, or Wolseley or one of the other major airship manufacturers would be willing to sponsor a state of the art vessel to the captain that had saved London.

Fowler pondered these thoughts as he stared into the Stirner's engines. Somewhere, that English woman was confronting the ship's captain. His role in the plan was to somehow disrupt the ship's operation to cause enough of a distraction so that she could... do something. He wasn't exactly clear on that part, but Miss Fiske seemed confident, and that was enough for Fowler. An airship was a complicated machine, and it took a certain technical hand to make any significant changes.

Musing on his inevitable reward, Fowler picked up a length of pipe and started smashing it into the Stirner's exposed engines, the sound of iron on brass and steel echoing throughout the cramped engine room.

 

***

 

The Stirner suddenly lurched as one of the engines cut out, and Aldora was tossed into one of the quartet of pirates that was escorting her. The man grabbed her by the elbow to steady her, then his cutlass was in his gut, and she was pulling it free to eviscerate the man on her left. She'd killed three of her guards before the fourth even realised that she'd slipped the rope that had bound her wrists, and he fell back against the wall in fear and surprise.

"It looks like you'll have to go to hell without me," Aldora said, almost apologetically.

 

***

 

If Grayson Fiske was surprised when his sister re-entered his stateroom he did not deign to show it. "It's come to this, has it?"

"It needn't end this way, my dear brother. Surrender yourself to me, and I'll see you get the care you deserve."

"More favouritism?" He sneered and pulled a case of rapiers from the wall. "A commoner's care would be the gallows, and yet the high-born Fiske gets rehabilitation."

"The inequality of a sister for her elder brother. Her only brother." She cast the cutlass she'd taken from the slain pirate to the side, catching one of the rapiers as he tossed it to her. "I have a certain pull with the Home Office. You don't have to die!"

"We all have to die, dear Aldora. Some of us sooner than others."

Aldora looked down at the rapier in her hand, and when she raised her head the anguish she felt showed clearly on her face. "Please, Grayson. I implore you--"

"I implore you!" He stepped across the room towards her. "Join me, Aldora. Give up the ways of the cultural elite. You think to save me? I offer you the same courtesy. Our family tree was watered with the blood of the common man, and you see nothing wrong with growing fat from the fruits of their labours? I have committed a small evil, but what is it compared to the injustice of the class divide?"

"I am not responsible for the vagrancies of class and culture." The tip of Aldora's rapier slowly raised from the floor as she spoke. "I am not responsible for the injustices of the modern world or those of the past. I am not responsible for the theoretic millions toiling to enrich the few. I am responsible for my family, for my blood, for my brother. My dear, sweet brother, ill of mind, sick of spirit, blind or uncaring to the suffering he causes."

She stood in a rigid en guard stance, blade held horizontal. She flicked the tip towards him. "Come, my brother, and feel the healing caress of my blade. Let me rid you of the privileged blood you so despise."

A half-scowl was the only telegraph of Grayson's assault as he stuck out with a quick lunge towards her heart. She pivoted to the side, letting his blade pass by, then brought her rapier against his to knock it aside. He struck at her again and again in a controlled fury, while she calmly deflected each of his strikes. At the end of his flurry she let herself fall back, catching herself on her free hand, extending her blade out in a passata-soto towards his midsection. He swept the tip of her attack aside, but was caught off guard by the boot heel that kicked his legs out from under him.

Aldora used her braced palm to push herself back up to her feet, using the forward momentum she'd earned to extend herself in a lunge towards her brother. He deflected with his rapier's hand-guard, riposting against the side of her head with its pommel. She recoiled, momentarily stunned, and he pressed the attack with a vicious tip slash meant to take out an eye. She twisted back, rolling over the stateroom's table, but felt the hot pain as the edge of Grayson's rapier sliced through her cheek. A second attack pierced her shoulder, and a red rose bloomed as her blood seeped into her blouse's fabric.

"When we last fought," Grayson said, driving the tip of his rapier towards her throat, "I bested you handily."

"When we last fought," Aldora responded, effortlessly battering his attack aside and pulling the stiletto from her hair, "I was eleven."

The dagger's sharp point found no resistance as she plunged it into his breast, puncturing one of his lungs. He stared down at its pearled hilt as he sat back into one of the stateroom's chairs, so heavily that it fell over backwards. Aldora stood over him, face passive, as he made no effort to get up.

"You killed me," he said. "Mother will be upset."

"I shouldn't think so," Aldora said quietly, watching her brother die. "She gave up on you long before I did."

"I'm sorry."

"I know."

 

***

 

"The crew has escaped in one of the ship's boats," Fowler said. "We should take the other one."

It had been easy enough for Fowler to find the bridge, and by the time he had there were no sign of the tears Aldora had shed for her brother. She stood, arms folded, gazing into the fog. "The other ship will be by presently."

"Other ship?"

"There are two. If we only disable one, I can't say we'll have accomplished much. The other one will come to investigate why this one's fallen still."

"You're bleeding," he pulled a clean kerchief from his jacket pocket, wiping some of the blood from Aldora's cheek. "Let's get you bandaged or your pretty little face is going to scar up."

"It's small. It'll heal fine."

"And your shoulder--"

"I'll heal. I've had worse. But I don't think I can crank the Galvanic Cannon's generator with the injury."

"Okay. Go on and wait in the ship's remaining airboat. There should be a medical kit there at any rate. After I take care of the other ship, I'll join you and we can get the hell out of here."

She paused for a second, looking down at her brother.

"Bastard caused a lot of trouble, didn't he?"

Her voice came quietly. "I believe he did, Mr. Fowler. I shall await you in the ship's airboat."

 

***

 

Fowler didn't have a long time to wait before the other ship arrived, its name visible on the hull, La Justice. "So it was the Libertine that you named after yourself, egotistical bastard."

He leaned forward and started turning the hand-crank that charged the Stirner's generators. He'd have to act fast; La Justice would notice his Cannons charging and certainly try to take him out first. As long as he had enough of a lead he'd be able to blow them up before they had a chance to finish charging their own. To his dismay, the crank moved easily, frictionlessly. He turned to the ship's tube that connected with the airboat bay.

"Uh, Miss Fiske? We got a problem."

"What is the nature of this problem, Mr. Fowler?"

"Well, I think that contact with Tesla's Ionic Shield shorted out Edison's Galvanic Cannons."

There was silence from the other side before Aldora responded. "Very well. Come to the airboat; we'll escape and alert the Home Office. We've still done the city a great service in cutting the pirates' firepower in half. Perhaps what remains of the Royal Armada can fight them off when it arrives from India."

"Like hell," Fowler muttered, turning the ship's wheel to orient towards La Justice. "Time for some of that American Know-How."

"Mr. Fowler, what are you doing?"

"Miss Fiske, I'm going to have to insist you take off without me."

"Mr. Fowler, you are not to attempt to ram the other ship! There's been too much loss today for your suicide to present an acceptable option, and--"

Fowler shut the cap on the ship's tube, cutting off Aldora's protests. "Good Lord, you do go on."

He tilted the Stirner, watching out a port window as the ship's airboat slid out the open bay. He then fixed his gaze ahead, watching as someone on La Justice sent a semaphore message.

"Even if I knew what them flags meant, I only got one thing to say to you," he said, pushing the airship's throttle as far as it'd go. "Geronimo."

 

***

 

"It's as if you were never wounded," Alton Bartleby said, tilting Aldora's face by the chin. "Completely healed."

"Fiske's heal quickly," she informed him, pulling away and refreshing her tea. 

"Well, if you'd be more careful when riding you'd never have fallen to begin with. Aside from the tumble, how was Calais?"

"It was France. A decent holiday."

"Did you find what you were looking for?"

Aldora considered the question while stirring her tea. "Yes. I rather think I did. What happened with the blockade?"

"Well, word has it that an American pilot took it upon himself to storm the ships himself. He singlehandedly took one of the ships, then used it to ram into the other."

"That certainly sounds American."

"Oh, indeed. It rained flaming debris for the better part of an hour. Not very thought out, American Pilot."

"But he saved a goodly number of lives, Alton."

Alton sniffed. "Hardly in a proper way. But that's the American style, is it not? Anyway, the Home Office is going to build a statue to the brave Captain, possibly give him a posthumous knighthood, and all the broadsheets are running with it."

"I suppose it's what he would have wanted." Aldora sipped her tea. "Americans."

The Tower of Babbage

 

"We may never know precisely what brought Charles Babbage to the jungles of Mexico, why he chose to make the journey into the foreboding Lacandon, why he sought out the ruins of the ancient Mayan people. All we can definitively say is that he travelled from ruin to ruin with a retinue of engineers and craftsmen, examining the remains of ancient clockwork and taking measurements."

Carvel White looked out of place but at ease in his dark single-breasted morning coat, matching black waistcoat, and striped trousers against the backdrop of the tropical stone ruins. He may have been miserably hot in the heavy hanging tweed, but it had become a point of professional pride to the master thespian to avoid complaint. His voice projected the dignity of age but none of its frailties as it echoed across the ancient limestone. 

"His last stop was here, at the ruins of Zipactonal, where he remained the longest. Babbage spent months here in the jungle, encamped before these very stone steps. When asked about his business here years later, Mr. Babbage merely smiled and said--"

"Cut!" The shout rang out across the ruins. "The girl's in the shot."

"Bloody hell!" Carvel pivoted in place, shading his eyes against the sun, peering up the ruined Mayan pyramid's slope at the young girl scrambling along its decrepit surface. He didn't know if it was typical for these 'film' projects or not, but this had to be, by far, the least professional production he'd ever had the displeasure of taking part in. "Robinson, control your wretched offspring!"

The film crew's overweight director lifted his glasses and wiped the sheen of sweat from his ruddy face. "Don't put yourself out, Mr. White. We'll take up again from the start of your anecdote."

The girl's father, the crew's guide, ran a hand through the back of his shaggy dark hair. Where the crew's jungle khakis were so new that they were practically still starched, his own outfit was faded and streaked with the mud of dozens of previous expeditions. "Sorry about that, Mr. Girnwood."

"Just keep her off the set, Henry," the director said.

"Penny!" The man cupped his hands, calling up the ruins to his daughter. "Get down here!"

The girl looked up from her explorations, the copper sheen of her hair's cascading curls catching the light of the setting sun. She gave a brief wave before starting down the pyramid's crumbling face, her feet easily and naturally finding secure footing despite the seeming careless rate of her descent. While not so crass as to wish a fall upon her, Carvel resolved that if she did take a tumble she'd have no one to blame but herself.

"Let's take a break," Girnwood said, turning to his young production assistant. "Fifteen minutes, Jerry. We'll shoot the scene, and that should be enough to justify our travel budget to the investors, and we can get the hell out of the jungle and spend the rest of the weekend on holiday in Mérida. Then it's back to Exeter to film the school scenes."

Penny jumped the last few feet to land near her father, a cloud of dust raising from her boots.

"Ladies do not jump, Penelope." Carvel sniffed disapprovingly. It wasn't proper for the young girl be along in the first place. The jungle was, as he understood it, a dangerous place.

"I'm not a lady," Penny said.

"I should say not!"

The little monster stuck out her tongue. "And my name is Penny!"

"Come along, you ragamuffin," her father said. "Apologise to Mr. White."

"I'm sorry, Mr. White." She even sounded sincere, the old actor was impressed.

"As well you should be!" Carvel unbuttoned his jacket -- a minor concession to the heat and humidity. "This wretched jungle is bad enough as is, with its monkeys and highwaymen. The sooner we move on, the better."

"I want to be a monkey. Can I be a monkey, father?"

"You're monkey enough as is, poppet. Let's have no more troubles, dear. The film people need to finish doing their jobs, and then we can leave."

Penny scowled. "Leave? We just got here. I want to explore the pyramid. They're not like the ones in Egypt -- you can get inside them and everything!"

"It's a difference in purpose. The ones here were temples, not tombs."

"Do they have magic powers?"

Her father laughed. "What?"

"Kalil said that the pyramids at Giza had magical powers. Because of their shapes. They could make razors sharper and magnets... magnetter!"

"I don't think that's quite true." He glanced back over his shoulder. "It looks like Mr. Girnwood is trapped in the ivy again. Stay away from the front of the pyramid where they're filming."

 "Yes, father."

 

***

 

Technically Penny was very near the front of the Mayan pyramid, but there were several feet of stone between her and the cameras so she didn't think it counted. She'd never been to the Central American jungles before, and didn't want to waste an opportunity to do a little exploring before they left. She didn't much care for the film people and their movie, particularly the actor-man Mr. White. They were noisy, scaring all the animals away, prone to complaining, and had packed far too much for a simple expedition. Most disappointing was the limited duration of the trip they'd hired her father to guide -- a short walk into the rainforest, a few hours at the ruin, then a short hike back to civilisation. 

It hardly seemed worth the trouble, but what could one expect? They weren't adventurers like she and father were.

The torch crackled and spat in her hand as she crept through the stone corridors under the ruin. This was more like it. This was the sort of thing she loved most about her life. Most girls her age would be enrolled in some stuffy private day school, or sent to a work house, but she got to travel the world, visiting exotic places, seeing amazing sights. When she grew up she wanted to be just like her father. 

No, she'd never heard of a famous girl explorer, but there had to be a first one, right?

Her fingertips traced the ancient carvings set into the walls as she walked along. They didn't look like the ones she'd seen in Egypt, all painted on. These were carved into the stone, square, set in very precise columns. 

She stopped, noticing that a section had a slightly different texture, a minor variation in the grain of the carved limestone. While in the same general style as the rest of the designs, there were subtle differences. Penny couldn't really put a name to it, but the figures seemed more... precise. Regular. The limestone was rough, less worn by the passage of millennium.

Penny very nearly gasped as one of the figures, that of a man sitting on a throne, shifted slightly under her fingertips. She touched it again, and found the figure to be on a pivot. The two figures alongside it -- a warrior with a spear, and a woman with a jug on her head -- proved likewise movable. She listened, ear to the stone, as she turned the central figures. Clicks. Clearly clicks -- they formed some kind of stone combination lock.

Her father would have been concerned to have known, but she'd learnt to crack safes from her friend Kalil in Istanbul. There was nothing improper or criminal about it -- they were just bored children, hiding in a safe-house while her father dealt with the assassins stalking them -- but it passed the time and was a pretty neat trick.

Images of lost Mayan gold filled Penny's head as she turned each of the three figures, an almost inaudible shift in the 'clicks' telling her when she had them in the right position. As the third figure settled into place a section of the wall pivoted inward, exposing a hidden package.

"That's prime," Penny said.

The girl glanced back down the way she'd come. Her father had given her standing orders to come fetch him whenever she'd discovered a secret anything, but for all she knew they were still in the middle of filming -- she felt bad enough about interrupting their work earlier, and had no great desire to do so again by popping out of the front entrance unexpectedly. Besides, there was no harm in taking a quick peek, was there?

 

***

 

"I've decided that we're not to have children," Aldora said.

Alton Bartleby, her fiancé, almost dropped his racket mid-serve.

"Fault," his business partner James said without looking up from his work. The engineer was sitting on the lawn alongside the court, jeweller's loupe in his eye, toolkit out, working on his tennis racket with a small screwdriver.

"That's hardly fair," Bartleby said, swinging his own racket aimlessly as he retrieved the ball. "Spouting nonsense to throw me off my game."

"It's not nonsense, it's a simple truth that I've come to understand. We will not be having children."

Aldora was impeccably dressed for lawn tennis in her full-bodiced flannel skirt, its hem just above her ankles, matching sailor's hat perched on her head. She constantly rode the edge of fashion in an effortless sort of way, the same way that she navigated the whirls and eddies of London's social rapids with an instinctive grace. The fact that she came from one of the city's great families gave her a considerable advantage, but her ability to navigate it was pure Aldora.

"And I don't suppose I have a say in this?" 

Bartleby tossed his ball up again, swinging his racket to the right in a soft slice serve. The ball arced towards the opposite corner of his fiancée's half of the court.

Aldora sidestepped and let the ball bounce before returning it with a forehand swing. 

"If Mr. Wainwright can devise a womb for you to carry a child in--"

"No." James said. 

In contrast to the expensive leisurewear that his companions wore, the inventor was dressed in utilitarian working-class attire. His cotton trousers were grass-stained, the sleeves of his shirt rolled up to the elbows to spare it from the grease smeared along his hands and forearms.

"There's gossip enough on the length of our engagement as-is," Bartleby said, taking the few steps it took to knock the ball back. "I can only imagine the rumours if we don't produce suitable offspring."

A few brisk steps brought Aldora almost to the net, intercepting the volley. The ball shot to the ground and Bartleby made a lunge, but the bounce carried it well beyond the arc of his swing.

"That was the purpose of this long engagement." Aldora caught the ball as Bartleby threw it to her. "After the marriage we maintain that we're making the attempt for several years. When nothing comes of it, we simply say that we've become too aged to consider it a safe option."

She tossed the ball into the air, then smashed it overhand in a flat serve that skimmed the top of the net. "We'll get some pity for our childless state, but not an undue amount."

"Well." Bartleby returned the serve ably. "We've got Xin Yan. On paper, at least, she's your adoptive daughter."

"On paper," James repeated from the sidelines, snapping his wrist to close the racket he'd been working on. 

Not quite a year ago Bartleby and James had been commissioned as consulting detectives to stop a monstrous killer haunting East London. James had discovered young Xin Yan at the site of one of the Scissorman's crime scenes, the sole survivor of the depredations that had taken her family. The engineer didn't take to most people, preferring the solitude of his workroom, but the Chinese girl had grown on him quickly. It wasn't proper that he, a bachelor, be given sole guardianship of a child, so on Bartleby's urging Aldora had taken the girl into her household.

"Let's leave it on paper." Aldora popped the ball back into the air. "Xin Yan is a sweet girl, but the lifestyle I've chosen is not compatible with childcare. Having her as our ward will satisfy our social obligations without the need for our own offspring."

The ball arced, almost skimming the net as it plummeted just on Bartleby's side of the court.

"You will hear no objections from me. Game point." 

James took the racket from Bartleby's hand and replaced it with the one he'd been working on.

"What's this?" Bartleby asked.

"It's better."

"Better?" He gave it a practice swing.

"Elastic coils absorb the kinetic energy from the ball's initial impact and release it on the second contact."

"That hardly seems sporting," Bartleby said.

"I've no objection." Aldora tossed the ball up into the air and caught it again. "When you're ready?"

James walked back off the court, while Bartleby once again took up a defencive posture. "Ready."

Aldora lobbed an easy serve towards her fiancé. 

Bartleby returned it confidently. "There's a slight hum..."

"It's supposed to do that," James said.

Aldora let the ball bounce, then returned it back towards Alton.

"Here goes--" Bartleby smashed his racket into the ball as it neared him, the strings making an audible twang. The racket's head seemed to blur for just a moment, and the ball shot off like a rocket, narrowly missing Aldora's head and punching a hole in the garden's topiary.

"Well done, Mr. Wainwright," Aldora said, clapping slowly.

"Should it not have done that?"

"No, James," Bartleby said. "It should not have done that."

 

***

 

"What's with the change of heart?" Bartleby asked, escorting Aldora back towards her house. "Regarding offspring, I mean. It wasn't an objection you'd raised before."

"It wasn't a matter we'd discussed before."

"No, but I assumed--"

"Disappointed I shan't be bearing your child, Alton?"

"No," he said. "It's just that we had a plan--"

"Plans change, but the core of our arrangement remains." Aldora glanced up at the sky. "A marriage of convenience that does not interfere with the lifestyles we've chosen."

"We should get around to setting a date, I suppose."

"I fancy a September wedding." Aldora closed her eyes, enjoying the breeze. "That gives us almost a year."

"That suits my needs." Alton pointed towards the house. "You've a visitor."

A carriage had parked in the drive, its coachman waiting idly in his seat.

"I do hope it's not a solicitor," Aldora said, "here on business because James' racket has lead to a decapitation."

"Be nice."

"I am perfectly civil."

The Fiske's butler met them at the door, posture stiff, shoulders back.

"A messenger awaits you in the hall, Miss," he bowed towards Aldora. "Bearing a certified letter."

"Thank you, Davidson," Aldora handed the man her tennis bonnet. "Inform him that I shall be along presently, after I've had the chance to freshen up."

"Yes, Miss Fiske."

"Go keep the man company, Alton."

"It would be my pleasure," Bartleby grinned. "We'll be in the parlour. Bring us a few drinks, eh, Davidson?"

"Very good, sir."

Aldora joined the men in the waiting parlour, having changed into a light cotton dress with a high-boned collar accenting her neckline, a silk sash around her waist. Alton and her visitor, dressed in full servant's livery, rose as she entered.

"Aldora, darling, I was just talking with Charles here--"

"I am acquainted with Charles," Aldora spoke quietly, an unwelcome lurch in her stomach at the sight of the footman. She spared the pleasantries and stepped to his side. "I was told you had a message. Is it from my parents?"

"Your parents?" Bartleby asked.

"No, Miss Aldora," the ageing footman responded. A gloved hand extended, envelope in hand. "A certified letter arrived for you at your father's home this morning."

Aldora took the envelope with a slight hesitation, eyes scanning the simple scrawling of her name, alone on its back. There was no return address, but the stamp used was international post. "Was this matter brought to my parents' attention?"

"No, Miss," the footman said. "I believed it prudent to avoid burdening them with its arrival."

"Thank you, Charles."

"If I may take my leave--"

"As you would."

The footman bowed once to Bartleby and accompanied the Butler out of the parlour.

Aldora examined the envelope carefully, one finger tracing its edges while Bartleby fidgeted with his hat.

He spoke slowly. "Aldora, your parents--"

"Most of my correspondents possess my current address." Aldora's thoughts were miles away and years in the past. "But those I've not been in contact with recently may mistakenly send missives to my parents' household."

"I see."

"If you would not be terribly insulted, Alton, I am not feeling overly social at the moment."

"Of course, dear," he said, taking his surcoat from the butler. "I will be at the club should you require anything."

"Have a good evening, Alton."

Aldora stood by the parlour window, watching as her fiancé hailed a hansom cab. She stayed there for several minutes, thinking of the man whose signature she'd recognised, before carefully slicing open the top of the envelope with her pen-knife.

 

***

 

"Gentlemen, the call of adventure is upon us."

A chorus of approving harrumphes cascaded through the Gentlemen Explorer's Club's den. While the exclusive club did have a conference room, complete with a long table and chairs, its members were men of Action who did not much stand on the formality of procedure. Instead they stood reading broadsheets or sat with glasses of brandy near the den's cosy fireplace, servants on hand to freshen drinks or snip cigar tips as needed. Many of them, including the club's secretary (currently addressing the collective), were military men.

Colonel Isley had been retired almost a decade, but still dressed in uniform on a day to day basis. He'd returned from India to London several years ago, founding the club with a few other servicemen. It had since expanded to include men of all backgrounds who had a hunger that could only be satiated by adventure, and had managed to fund several such expeditions annually. "What we have before us is a rescue mission to the depths of Mexico's Lacandon Jungles in search of a missing motion picture company."

"Motion picture?" Donaldson, the eldest member of the club leaned forward on his cane, eyes squinted and mouth puckered.

"Cinema. You of course remember the outing in May? We saw the feature on naval shipyards."

"Oh, yes," Donaldson said. "I dare say these cinema men are daft, then, looking for British ships in the jungles of New Spain. No wonder they're in need of rescue."

"They were filming a biographical piece on the life of engineer Charles Babbage. Apparently he'd made a trip to the jungles some five decades ago, and they deemed it prudent to film along the trail he'd left." Colonel Isley turned to the mirror above the mantle with a snort, smoothing the tips of his imperial moustache. "They were a month overdue for their expected return, and it is feared that they met with a tragic end."

"Is this... Lacandon Jungle... a dangerous place, then?" Donaldson asked the question with a ghoulish grin.

"Dangers abound," the Colonel reported with a smile. "Several species of large cat prowl the area -- puma, jaguar, ocelot. And let us not forget the region's volatile politics... Diaz has modernised his nation, but many of his subjects see his policies as needlessly harsh, and the countryside is rife with highwaymen."

"Sounds a right time. Were I a younger man, I would go myself, but these days all my pleasures are vicarious."

The Colonel stirred his drink. "There is a bit of a complication."

"Complication?"

"Our patron, the financier of the proposed expedition, insists upon accompanying us."

"Oh, civilians," Donaldson said. "Money always has its price. As long as he minds us and stays out from underfoot, I've no objection."

"It's a bit more complicated," the Colonel said. "Our patron is one Miss Aldora Fiske."

Silence filled the den, all eyes turning towards the colonel, papers lowered, cigars drooping from hanging jaws.

"And yes. Of those Fiskes."

"A... a woman?" One of the more conservative members folded his broadsheet, placing it on the bar.

"Miss Fiske has repeatedly assured me that she is quite well travelled."

"What does her husband have to say?" Donaldson asked.

"Miss Fiske is engaged to be married to one Alton Bartleby. He has presented no objection."

The silence returned.

"I served with an Alton Bartleby," one of the junior members said. "He was a capable officer."

"Well, if this Bartleby takes responsibility--" the Colonel began.

Donaldson folded his hands. "The Fiskes are a respectable family--"

"If she minds her place--" another member said.

"I feel I should mention that this is perhaps our last opportunity for an expedition this year." The Colonel rolled himself a new cigar. "And we've not the budget to finance anything on our own."

"Let's put a vote to it," a member suggested. "All in favour, say 'Aye?'"

A cascade of members voiced their approval.

"Opposed?"

A scattered handful, Donaldson among them, disagreed.

"Motion is carried. I'll have word sent to Miss Fiske. If you are interested in taking part, report to Mr. Foster so that he knows what measure of provisions to order."

"No good comes of a woman on expedition," Donaldson said. "Bad for morale."

The colonel sipped his tea.

 

***

 

The club treasurer Foster and the military-minded Colonel Isley conducted the expedition's preparations in a brisk and businesslike fashion. Bags of beans and hard-tack, a pound of dried tea-leaves, tents, haversacks, canteens, mosquito netting, malaria pills, extra boots, rifles for the men, and various camp-tools were all gathered. Miss Fiske was content to leave the details to the men, signing bills-of-sale and handing over cheques as required with little question or comment.

Travel was likewise uneventful; a quick freighter across the channel from London to Paris, a train trip to Lisbon, then a pan-Atlantic steam-flight direct to Mérida. In Mexico they'd met with an official who offered moral support for their rescue operation, and warned about peasant uprisings and bandit activity in the area. So warned, the expedition crossed the interior of the Mexican countryside to the jungle. The government had made little attempt to improve the local infrastructure or to exert control beyond taxes, and it wasn't long before the last of the villages on the jungle outskirt was well behind them. The expedition continued afoot, heading in the general direction of the film crew's last known destination: the ancient Mayan ruins of Zipactonal.

"Have you ever been on safari, Miss Fiske?" Colonel Isley asked.

"I've visited the Sundarbans in India--"

"Walking paths formed from the plodding feet of generations of tourists," the Colonel said, leading the way with his machete, hacking away at the thick underbrush.  "I am by no means denigrating your holiday experiences, Miss Fiske. Travel is a vital step for citizens of the Empire; we should never forget the larger world that Her Majesty extends dominion over."

"Colonel Isley--"

"But what you must bear in mind regarding these jungles is that they are not so well travelled." 

The colonel extended a gloved hand to gently caress the bark of one of the trees. 

"They are virginal. Unsullied by the boots of civilised man. Even the locals do not stray far within. The rainforests are the realm of nature, haunted only by bandits and the spirits of the Mayan people, known only by the bones of their ruins."

"I can assure you, Colonel, I am quite aware of our situation." The frost in Aldora's voice was almost enough to wilt the nearby foliage.

He seemed not to notice. "You needn't fret. You travel with military men, and Kelly here a Guild recognised engineer."

"Then I'm sure I feel quite safe." Aldora glanced sidelong at Mr. Kelly, who had been stumbling along beside her. "Though I am surprised to see an Engineer so willing to leave his laboratory to go striding about the jungle, Mr.Kelly."

Like the others Kelly had dressed for the expedition in rugged khaki with belted bush jackets, and a pith helmet. Unlike Colonel Isley, however, Kelly did not wear his outfit with ease. The jacket hung loose off his frame, and he seemed to be having considerable difficulty keeping his helmet steady on his head. In Aldora's estimation this was the first time he'd ever been on a wilderness excursion.

"I will admit that this is not the environment I am accustomed to," Kelly said, looking up at the thick canopy overhead. "I am not personally one for fieldwork, but this was an opportunity I could not let pass me by."

"Do go on." Aldora herself was not so gauche as to wear trousers, even so far from London's watching eyes and wagging tongues, but she had sacrificed her haute couture skirts for athletic bloomers fastened just below the knees. She had shouldered her knapsack without complaint, politely declining the Colonel's repeated offers to carry it for her. 

The engineer's cultured nasal voice seemed to fill the air as the party continued, adopting that lecturing cadence that Aldora frequently pretended not to be bothered by. "In many ways my career has been following in Babbage's footsteps. I first studied and then emulated his work during my Guild apprenticeship, and then chose analytical engines as my speciality as I embarked as a journeyman."

"Analytical engine?" Colonel Isley paused to take a quick drink from his canteen. "I'm afraid that I'm only familiar with combat engineering."

"At the Academy there was a saying -- 'to the flash goes the funding.' Kelly flashed a painful smile. "It's easier to explain airship engines and lightning cannons to the public, but it'll be analytical engines that change the world. Imagine it -- mechanical devices capable of thousands of arithmetic calculations an hour, logical control flow with conditional branches and loops... integrated memory..."

The Colonel narrowed his eyes slightly. "Yes, it all sounds very complicated, but what do they do?"

"Thinking machines," Kelly said. "They'll let one Engineer do the work of hundreds. Innovation and design will progress at a rate that will make the last hundred years' rushed advancement look like a snail's pace."

"That sounds dreadful and short-sighted." The Colonel shook his head, stooping to examine a patch of mud.

"Short-sighted?" Aldora asked.

"Work too fast and they'll run out of things to invent." The Colonel stood, gaze panning from side to side, speaking with some distraction. "Then they'll have to get real jobs."

"With all due respect, Colonel--" Kelly began, stumbling over his words.

"Someone passed by, not too long ago."

"Bandits?" Kelly asked, moving closer.

"Boots." The Colonel waved the engineer away. "Natives would go barefoot or sandalled, I should think, and the tread on these prints is too sturdy for simple highwaymen, unless purloined. I would presume military."

"That does not bode well," Aldora said.

"Let us men worry about such unpleasantries," Isley said. "We'll keep you safe, have no fear."

After a few moments the Colonel started walking again. "They're at least an hour ahead of us. Continue your story, Kelly."

"Yes, well. That Babbage travelled to Mexico is well known, but what he aimed remains a great mystery. He told no one of his intentions, swore the workmen who accompanied him to secrecy, and burned all records of his journey upon his return."

"Quite the mystery," Aldora said.

"It most likely has something to do with the Mayan ruins he was visiting, though what, none can say for sure."

"Weren't the Mayans known for their own clockwork astronomical relics?" Isley asked.

"All we have to go on is the writing of the Spanish conquistadors," Kelly said. "They left little of what they encountered intact. All that remains in the ruins are what wasn't valuable and would not burn."

"Pity, that," Aldora said. "The boots of military men tromping once more across the face of history."

"I can assure you, Miss Fiske," Colonel Isley said, puffing his chest out. "The Royal Military takes the greatest of care when dealing with an indigenous people's cultural heritage."

"I meant to imply nothing to the contrary," Aldora said, thinking the man looked quite the quail.

The Colonel harrumphed.

 

***

 

As the sun set Isley called for a stop along a winding stream. He worked quickly but diligently to set up the camp despite Kelly's help, while Aldora erected her own shelter a short ways away.

"I'm afraid you may find travel fare a bit lacking compared to what your household staff prepares, Miss Fiske," Colonel Isley said, watching as Mr. Kelley built a fire.

"As I have mentioned multiple times, I am well familiar with wilderness travel." She had resolved to patiently repeat it until it managed to penetrate the thickness of the Colonel's skull.

"Yes, well. I am sure that you will find that Lacandon a tad more 'wilderness' than the sunny coasts of Brighton."

"Colonel Isley," Aldora wheeled on the man, tent stake in hand. 

"I can assure you that I am an experienced world traveller. In addition to the jungles of India, I have ridden wild stallions in the American west, snowshoed the wilds of northern Canada, sailed the Barbary Coast, and toured the Arabian desert." Her patience exhausted, each named destination was punctuated with a step forward, and the Colonel found himself forced back by the ire in the woman's gaze. "Am I clear?"

"Yes." The Colonel managed, pushing the tip of Aldora's tent stake aside. "Quite."

"Good." Aldora turned and returned to her tent, hammering in the last of the stakes.

Kelly watched her with some surprise. "That's... more travel than I would gather most woman of your calibre are familiar with."

A flush came to Aldora's neck and face. "Forgive me... I mention it not out of braggadocio, but to save the Colonel the bother of having to explain and condescend to me the basics of travel beyond the Empire's borders."

He chuckled, then lowered his voice. "You needn't justify yourself to me, Miss. Frankly, I was almost as tired of the old man's blather as you. I'm only surprised you bore as much of it as you did."

Aldora gave a relieved chuckle. "While Colonel Isley may be an exceptional chauvinist, I am sorry to say that the vaunted halls of London society are no strangers to the perils of misogyny."

"You-- ah, you're engaged to Mr. Alton Bartleby?"

"Oh yes," Aldora said. "The dear. I do so hope he is getting on well without me."

"Ah. I was engineer on the Benbow while he served there. Good man, from what I'd heard."

Aldora froze a moment, then turned towards the man slowly. "Mr. Kelly."

"Yes?"

"My fiancé does not much advertise his naval service..."

"I don't see why not. He was a capable lieutenant, and well regarded by the men--"

"His reasons are his own, but he has taken pains to counter rumours of his military past within the city of London. We would both be appreciative if you did not undo his careful work."

Kelley nodded. "I don't quite understand, but I'll respect his privacy."

"Thank you, Mr. Kelley."

 

***

 

It was a small sound that woke Aldora from her slumber, a tiny noise easily overlooked in a strange place after a long day's march. Many would have written it off as the normal sounds of jungle life, or as one of her companions shifting in their tents, but there was a quality to it that roused the gentlewoman immediately and had her reaching for the pistol she habitually kept under her pillow.

It was the sound of exaggerated care, and she had long ago learnt the difference between the courtesy of quiet and the treachery of stealth.

Aldora was as quiet as the campsite's stalker had intended to be, rolling to the back of her tent and quickly slipping into her boots while her ears strained to hear the absence of noise. There were several of them, a group, moving into position to descend upon the camp in unison. Before she was even awake enough to process this and what it might mean the pen-knife was in her hand, cutting a slit through the back of her tent. She slipped through it soundlessly, cringing slightly at the noise she'd made brushing against the fabric, fancying that all ears were attuned to her every motion.

It might have been that small sound that set off the attack, or it may have simply been time, but no sooner had she ducked into the foliage than did come shouts and gunfire behind her.

"Se toma a la mujer," a rough voice called. "Voy a por el viejo loco!"

"Enrique se ha desaparecido!" came an answering cry.

She plunged headlong through the underbrush, sharp jungle leaves and thorns tearing at her hands and sleeping gown, dampness making its thin cotton cling to her body, threatening to tangle up about her legs. 

She couldn't hear pursuit following over the noise she was making stumbling through the bushes and ferns between the trees, but instinct drove her on, certain her that dangerous men with rifles were but steps behind her.

Aldora pushed clear from the bushes into empty space, uncontrolled momentum carrying her out over a steep ravine. 

Gravity grabbed her, smashing her against the muddy slope. 

She tucked the best she could as she tumbled down, bowling over small thorny brush and saplings before plunging into the cool depths of a river's waters. 

Aldora thrashed for a moment towards the surface before a sudden fear of beasts hidden in the dark water struck her spine. Such creatures were attracted to the jerky motion, sure signs of wounded prey, and she adjusted to push against the water with long smooth strokes. 

After righting herself in the water and rediscovering equilibrium she swam with the current towards what she believed to be the closer bank. 

Fingers torn by jungle bushes and numbed by the cold water scrabbled at the shore. Weighed down by her sodden nightclothes, Aldora managed to pull herself from the current and onto the shore, where she lay panting and gasping for breath.

"Antal-ot ma'alob?" came a voice in the darkness, speaking a language that she didn't recognise. "Mina'an aanta?"

Aldora's eyes searched the blackness, but could not see the speaker. He was near, though, next to her.

"Okay," she managed, closing her eyes, beaten and exhausted. "I give up. I surrender. Me rindo."

Strong hands grasped her, picked her up, but she was too disoriented and battered to struggle. It was best, she maintained, to endure the indignities an enemy might visit upon one when defenceless, and then attack from a point of power later. Spaniards were -- if anything -- even more chauvinistic than her own countrymen, and the bandits of Mexico were probably no different. She was, to them, only a woman, and for now that was her greatest asset. It was an all-too common weakness in others that she was quite happy to exploit.

To her surprise her captor did not take her back across the river to the camp to rendezvous with the others, but instead trod swiftly through the jungle, hoisting Aldora over his shoulder. She was surprised to see that he wore his hair long, almost to the small of his back, and he was dressed in a simple cloth tunic. She allowed herself the small hope that he wasn't one of the bandits that had raided her camp.

 

***

 

Aldora found herself carried to a small village of primitive palm-thatched huts.

"Le'!" the native carrying her shouted. "Inkaxan ixoq ka mina'an aanta!"

A number of figures appeared in the hut entrances, dressed in cotton tunics, men and women both with long hair. They stared through the darkness at Aldora, an old man bringing a lit torch closer as he peered at her face.

"Tu'ux kaxan?" the elder native asked.

The other native put her down, helping her stand steady. "Tumen ja'l. Leti' púuts'ul máak."

"Please," Aldora made the appeal to those around her, her eyes flashing from face to face. "Do any of you speak English? Alguno de ustedes habla Español?"

The natives returned blank stares, muttering to one another in hushed tones.

"Taas tzeb?" the one who had brought her asked.

"Wáa," the elder replied. He turned towards Aldora, speaking in a slow sing-song and extending his hand. "Bin tutséel... bin, bin."

Aldora let herself be lead by the old native towards a central hut lit by glowing embers. The elder ducked within, then gestured that she should follow. "Bin, bin."

Inside waited a young girl, lighter of feature than the others, though her tunic was of the same simple cotton, and her matted hair was just as long. She stared at Aldora's dishevelled state, her muddy hair, her scratched skin, her torn nightgown.

"Hello?" Aldora said, feeling acutely self-conscious in a way that she hadn't with the other natives moments before. 

"You -- you're English?" the girl stammered.

"Yes." Aldora said, a flood of relief washing through her. "Yes, I am."

"Are you here to rescue me?" the girls eyes cast across Aldora's ruined nightgown.

"I... my party had come to the jungle in search of a missing film crew."

"That's me!" The girl scrambled to her feet. "I mean, I was a part of that expedition, with my father."

"I'm afraid I'm not in much shape to rescue anyone at the moment," Aldora said, putting a hand on the girl's shoulder to steady her. "Highwaymen ambushed our camp. I alone managed to escape."

The girl's face fell and she seemed almost to collapse in on herself. "Oh... that's what happened to me. They took everyone, but I escaped."

Aldora studied the disheartened girl silently for a long moment. It was obvious that she was trying her best not to cry. She half-raised a hand to comfort her, but let it fall to her side, not sure exactly what to say or do. Helplessness wasn't something she was well acquainted with.

"Some rescue we turned out to be. My name is Aldora."

"I'm Penny," the girl responded. 

"How long have you been here, with these people?"

"The Hach Winik?" Penny asked. "I don't know. What month is this?"

Penny's story was brief. She'd emerged from some ruin exploration to find the film crew face to face with a force of bandits. Her appearance had galvanised the armed men into action, and much confusion had ensued as they were taken prisoner. She'd slipped away, escaping into the jungle, where she wandered for several days before the natives had found her and taken her in. They'd given her months of hospitality, during which she'd learnt their language and some of their ways.

"You managed to survive the jungle on your own for days?" Aldora asked. "That's... impressive."

"I've been travelling with my father since I was a little girl. I know all the tricks." Her smile faltered and then faded. "I do hope he's alright."

One of the Hach Winik women arrived with bowls of a thick broth. She smiled and handed one to each of the women, then backed out of the hut.

"Eat it, it's good," Penny said. "But very spicy."

"Oh, yes," Aldora held the bowl from her face. "I should say so."

Penny grinned, then made a show of taking a large gulp from the edge of the bowl.

"Your father -- was he one of the crew?" Aldora asked.

"Their guide. Henry Robinson."

"Henry?" Aldora's hand tightened around the rim of the bowl. "You're Henry's daughter, then."

Penny took a smaller sip. "Did you know my father?"

"Yes, a long time ago. He... ah." She took a small sip. "He had a letter set to be delivered to me if he didn't return to Mérida, giving me the details of the expedition. That's why I've come."

"Ohhh." Penny nodded. "As long as I can remember he'd been leaving letters behind whenever we went on expedition. I never knew who they were addressed to, only that they were someone he trusted."

"It's an old traveller's trick," Aldora said. "I've left one behind to be delivered to my fiancé."

"Aren't you a little old to be engaged?" Penny asked.

"How old do you think I am, young lady?"

"I dunno," Penny said. "Forty?"

"I am twenty-nine years of age, not that it's any of your business, and it has been a long engagement."

Penny sipped her broth. "No need to be cross with me, Miss. I'm never getting married."

"Never?" Aldora's frost melted a little as she reminded herself of what the girl had been through.

"Not ever. I'm just going to travel forever, like my father, and never settle down in any one place."

Aldora smiled wanly. "I'd wanted much the same when I was not much older than you. Unfortunately the realities of my own family prohibited it."

"I've never understood why adults don't simply do whatever it is that they want."

"You will when you're older."

"That's what father says... but he doesn't follow any rules but his own."

"Sometimes one's own laws can be harsher than any others. Particularly for a man like your father."

Penny didn't respond. The native woman returned, this time with a pile of quilted blankets that she deposited next to Aldora.

"How long do you think it'll take for your letter to get to your fiancé?"

"I gave myself weeks to find your party," Aldora said, spreading the thickest quilt along the hut's dirt floor. "It's a big jungle. Give it another week or so to reach Alton, give him a week to arrange a rescue..."

"That's not so long."

"Even so, I've no intention of waiting around for another rescue party." Aldora settled in to the nest of quilts she'd assembled, leaving her dressing-gown to dry above the embers. "Every day that passes makes finding your father and the crew less likely."

"What else can we do? Leave the jungle ourselves and get help?"

"We shall see, Penny." Aldora closed her eyes. "We'll see how things look by dawn's light."

 

***

 

The next morning brought a hearty and lightly spiced meal of cornmeal flatbread and beans, and the natives brought Aldora a simple white cotton tunic, identical to the ones they themselves wore. It was plain, unadorned and shaped only by the curves of her body, but fell to an acceptably modest length, almost to the ground. Her nightgown, torn to shreds, was given as a gift to the woman serving as their host. She seemed grateful for the silk.

The Hach Winik hunter who had brought her to the village returned as Aldora and Penny were finishing up their breakfast. By the light of day he was quite handsome in a healthy and exotic way, with bronze skin, strong facial features, and an athletic physique. His long hair hung freely, cascading around his broad shoulders.

"Amoxtli says that he went back to your campsite," Penny translated, "But all of your things were missing."

"Bloody highwaymen," Aldora said. "Forgive my language."

"I don't think that they were bandits, though. They had uniforms and acted like soldiers."

"Mexican army?"

"I don't think so. They seemed like mercenaries."

Aldora finished lacing up her boots. "Oh? And what does a young girl know of mercenaries?"

Penny frowned. "Father's business had us associating with all sorts of people."

"Terribly irresponsible of Henry. It's hardly proper for a young girl to know the company of such men."

The girl stuck out her tongue. "It's no less proper for a lady of your rarefied station."

Aldora's face coloured, a bitter retort on her lips until she remembered what the girl had been through. Her harsh look softened, and she shook her head. "Regardless of who they are they have taken your father and the others. What do you know of them?"

"The Hach Winik call them the Strangers," Penny said. "They've been gathering in the jungle for some time, but after they ran across us at the ruins of Zipactonal they moved their camp there. Amoxtli says that they spend all day going into and out of the temple."

"Do they hold captives?"

Penny nodded. "He's not sure how many though."

"Can... Amoxtli... get us to a place where we can observe the camp safely?"

"I'll ask," Penny said. "Why? Do you have a plan?"

"Waiting for another rescue attempt is not an option -- now the mercenaries will surely realise that more searchers will be coming, and move their camp, possibly deeper into the jungle. We must act ourselves. We have to rescue your father and the others before they... before they move on."

Penny nodded, biting her lip, then translated Aldora's question to the tribesman.

Aldora lowered her eyes, unable to face the girl directly. Things were more dire than she could let on. Mercenaries were not known for keeping superfluous prisoners. Carvel White, the actor, could be ransomed, and the director came from a family with money, but the others -- the crew, the military men from the club, and poor, poor sweet Henry... she couldn't fret. Not now, not in front of the girl. The highwaymen had taken everything she'd brought, and all that she and Penny had left was hope. She couldn't take that hope away.

"Amoxtli says he can take us," Penny said, excitement in his voice.

"Good man," Aldora flashed the man a brief smile. "Off with us, then."

 

***

 

"What do you see?" Penny asked.

"It's an encampment." Aldora, Penny, and Amoxtli lay on a ridge some distance away from the ruins, where dozens of tents had been set up in a semi-circle around the temple itself. She counted six sentries, placed at strategic points radiating out from the temple, but the camp provided for many more. Most alarming, perhaps, were the pair of artillery cannons flanking the ruins' entrance, pointed towards the trail heading back into the jungle. "They look dug-in and prepared. There are amenities for dozens of soldiers, but I don't see more than a handful."

"Amoxtli said that they spend most of their time inside the ruins."

"What's in there?"

"Just before... before the men arrived I was exploring the temple, and I found a secret passage. It was dark inside -- too dark for me to see, but it was massive space. "

"Fascinating," Aldora said. "Any indication of what was inside?"

Penny gave the matter some thought. "I think I felt what might have been some clockworks? I can't be sure. Oh, and I could hear running water."

"Clockworks and running water? Are you positive?"

"I told you it was dark. There was something in there, though."

"No matter. It was rather brave of you to go exploring in the dark on your own."

Penny grinned. "That's just the life father and I live, Miss Fiske. Exploring ancient ruins, running from bandits, crossing wild jungles..."

She trailed off, her smile being replaced by worry.

"Amoxtli..." Aldora said.

The native turned his head, giving Aldora a winning smile.

"Penny, would you ask Amoxtli if he knows of any caves or subterranean rivers in the area?"

"Subterranean rivers?"

"That water you heard had to come from somewhere. We might not be able to easily sneak through the camp to the ruins--"

"But if there's another way in, we can come up under them and rescue the captives!"

Aldora nodded, pleased with the girl's enthusiasm.

Penny translated Aldora's question to the native. He responded at length, pointing off into the distance several times.

"Amoxtli says that there is an old story of the ancestors. When the Strangers first came in the time of his grandfather's fathers, the people retreated to the temple for safety. The women and children escaped through tunnels into the jungle, where they hid. He says that one of these tunnels comes out in a nearby cave."

"He may be speaking of the conquistadors," Aldora said. "The Hack Wilek must be descendant from the ancient Mayan people. They escaped and hid in the jungles, where they've gone unnoticed living their old ways for centuries."

Aldora backed away from the edge, then rose to her feet. "It just may be what we need to save the captives."

"Pa'tal, ko'olel," Amoxtli said, voice low. "Yan peets' hach k'as aktun! Yan ts'aakik yan e'hoch'e'en."

"He says that when his people escaped, they left traps behind to deter pursuit," Penny said. "It may be dangerous."

"Does he know where they are?"

Penny turned her head towards the native. "Na'atik tu'ux peets'?"

He shook his head. "Chowak ora. Biyeho k'iin maak."

"Only vague stories remain."

"We'll have to risk it," Aldora said. "I see no other way to retrieve the captives. Return to the village, Penelope -- we'll return for you once I've secured your father."

"I'll do nothing of the sort." Penny folded her arms. "I've been in the ruins, and you haven't. And you may still need me to translate for Amoxtli!"

"Child, it's far too dangerous for me to even consider..."

"I've been running from thugs and evading traps in ancient ruins since I was eight. And... and it's my father, Miss Fiske. I can't -- I cannot just wait for you to save him."

Aldora's face softened at the tears in the girl's eyes. "If I allow you to accompany us, you must do precisely what I say, when I say it."

"I understand, Miss."

"Very well then." 

Aldora spared a last glance at the camp below. Ordinarily she would not even consider letting the girl tag along, but there was just something about Penelope that reminded Aldora of herself as a child. If they were as alike as she believed they were, an order to return to the camp would have simply lead the girl to tagging along at a distance, putting herself in even greater danger, and leading to potential exposure for all of them. It was safer to keep the wilful girl at her side.

 

***

 

The cavern entrance sat a short distance away, half-way up a short bluff, its mouth obscured with hanging vines. The tribesman cleared them away with the butt of his spear, then gestured towards the darkness beyond. He cast about briefly, gathered a bundle of rushes from under the bluff's overhang, and fashioned them into a crude torch. After lighting it with a primitive fire-drill, he stepped into the cavern entrance, followed by the girls.

Aldora was impressed with the way the people of the Lacandon managed to get by without modern technology, using the natural resources of the wilderness to meet their needs. It was so different from what the Empire had become, dependent on its engineering, dependent on the innovations of its Guild of Artificers to compete with the powerhouses of America and Prussia. The closest to self-sufficiency Britain got were the lowest classes, forced to adapt the available urban resources to their needs. Those of her own social class would be helpless without the infrastructure they'd built on the backs of the working class.

The Empire's growing dependency had never sat well with her. Unlike her fiancé who cheerfully exploited the system for what it was worth, Aldora despised being beholden to anyone.

The cave's walls were naturally smooth, carved with various blocky symbols, both abstract and geometric. Each block was part of a column, and the columns were paired off at regular intervals.

"What does it say?"

"Ba'ax xook?" Penny asked.

"Xookik ma' ts'iib," Amoxtli held the torch up to examine the carvings. "Mixbik'in na'atik. K'aax, ma' papah."

"He says he doesn't know -- he's a hunter, not a priest." Penny glanced back towards the entrance. "There's a priest in the village. Should we get him?"

"The old man?" Aldora asked. "It's not worth exposing him to danger, and I'd rather not let the captives wait much longer. Every moment counts. Let's go on."

Amoxtli's torch flickered and spattered as they moved through the cave, irregularities in the walls creating patterned shadows among the hieroglyphs. Blind cave beetles and lizards scampered away from the vibrations of their footfalls, retreating to just inside the radius of their light, like a constantly receding tide.

 

***

 

After a few hundred feet the tunnel merged with a cross-running underground stream. It looked as though the water had, long ago, crashed through a stone wall, above which was carved another Mayan glyph.

"Amoxtli says that that's Huracan, another storm god... this one was responsible for flooding the earth at the end of the last cycle."

"Interesting parallel to the biblical food," Aldora said. "And possibly a trap, one long triggered by the Spaniards pursuing his fleeing ancestors."

"Is there a way around?"

"I don't think so," Aldora said. "I think the trap was the sudden rush of water. The current seems swift, but not unmanageable, and it isn't terribly deep. We can just forge through."

Penny translated for the tribesman, and he nodded, pulling the cotton tunic off over his head. Instinctively Aldora looked away, doing her best not to steal a glance at Amoxtli's bronze flesh, his long, lean muscles, his unabashed nudity.

"The Hack Wileck don't have much modesty," Penny said.

Aldora stared into the water, definitely not noticing the way that the man's abdominal muscles stretched as he wrapped the tunic around the crown of his head. She cleared her throat. "Still, it would hardly be proper for us to be so exposed before a strange man."

"What if he went ahead of us?" Penny asked.

"Yes, that would do quite nicely," Aldora answered quickly.

Penny translated, and Amoxtli gave a noncommittal shrug before taking the lead, wading into the water without a care, its depth coming up to the small of his back. Aldora followed after him, holding her tunic above her head, acutely aware of the water caressing her hips and the bottom of her ribs, her breasts exposed to the cool air, while Penny brought up the rear, submerged to her shoulders. The current's incessant urging brought them along swiftly.

Their lead stopped and half-turned towards Aldora, who quickly covered her chest with her folded tunic. A grin quirked at the corner of his mouth, and he pointed at an engraved glyph in the ceiling. "Cabrakan -- lu'um yat Xibalba. Yat ha' taam."

"Cabrakan," Penny translated. "God of earthquakes. He also says that there's a drop off in the water ahead."

"Another trap," Aldora said, wading forward. "Triggered prior to the water trap. Perhaps a collapsing floor?"

"It's amazing that the Ancestors had the time to build these traps while running from the Spaniards."

Amoxtli had secured his tunic on his head and began to swim forward, torch held aloft. Aldora followed his example, wrapping her own tunic around her hair. "It's more reasonable to assume that they built this escape tunnel long before the conquistadors arrived. For protection against whom, though, I cannot say."

The group swam along until coming to a climbable bank. Aldora covered Penny's eyes while Amoxtli emerged and donned his tunic. The girls, after making sure that he wasn't watching, followed after, using the sturdy roots that emerged from the earthen bank to pull themselves up before dressing.

A broad but still limestone pool spanned the width of the tunnel ahead; Amoxtli examined it critically while waiting for the girls to catch their breath.

He glanced up towards the ceiling, pointing towards an engraving of a hook-nosed man in a headdress. "Chaak. U peek chaak. Ch'iin baat."

"He says that that's Chaak. One of their gods. He's a god of rain and storms and lightning."

Aldora nodded. "Lightning. Hm. Hold on a second."

She stepped to the tunnel wall, clearing the vines away from a section to reveal black and richer green veins in the pale limestone. "See those striations in the limestone? I think that they're copper."

"Copper?"

"Not just copper. Iron as well. They run the length of the walls to that carving, and down into a ring formation below. This may be another one of the traps the ancient Mayans constructed."

"I don't see how."

She turned to Amoxtli and gestured towards his spear. "May I?"

He grunted, handing it over.

Aldora put the tip to the floor and brought her foot down sharply just below its flint head, snapping it off cleanly.

"Pa'tal!" he protested.

Aldora picked up the spear's head, cleaned it off, took aim, and then skipped it across the surface of the pool. Small trails of sparks kicked up from the water wherever it landed.

"What?" Penny stared in awe.

"Copper and iron are never found in limestone," Aldora explained, handing the spear's shaft back to the tribesman. "They had to have been placed there with intent, and if that god Chaak is a lightning god... copper, iron, and an electrolyte like saltwater are all it takes to make a simple battery."

"I had no idea that the Mayans were capable of making things like that," Penny said.

"Nor I, but from what I've read they left behind a legacy of mysterious clockworks that the Europeans of the time could scarcely comprehend. Primitive batteries -- even on such a scale as this -- do not seem beyond their capabilities."

"How do we get across?"

Aldora examined the walls and ceilings. "There are creeper vines holding fast to the cavern. If we are brave enough to chance it, we can attempt a climb, though I'll warn you that it shan't be easy."

She looked back from the wall to where Penny had been, only to find the girl gone. Aldora glanced around in alarm, finally spotting the girl clambering up the wall to the ceiling as nimble as a capuchin, fingers grabbing handfuls of vine.

"Penny wait! We don't know if the roots will support us!"

"Seems strong enough to me." 

Having reached the ceiling, Penny hung by her fingers, crossing easily, hand over hand, all the way across the deadly expanse of electric-charged water. 

Aldora watched in awe and horror, waiting for the fall that never occurred.

Penny dropped to the ground on the other side. "Made it!"

"You've scared me nearly to death." Aldora managed. 

She crossed to the other tunnel wall, examined the vines, removed her sandals, and almost delicately began to climb. 

Unlike Penny she didn't care to test the ceiling's vines' tensile strength, instead using the lattice of vegetation to climb sideways across the wall above the pool.

She dismounted upon reaching the other side, and glanced across the water to where Amoxtli was taking a few steps back away from the water, broken spear shaft held in his hands.

"I don't know if the roots would support Amoxtli weight," Aldora said. "Perhaps you should tell him to go back and wait--"

With a long cry the Lacandon tribesman ran forward, leaping as he reached the edge of the pool, leaping through the air like a jaguar. 

He tucked and rolled as he landed, clearing the water, and coming to his feet next to the girls.

Penny clapped her hands. "Prime jump! That had to be at least six yards!"

"Yes," Aldora said, gazing at the guide's long muscular legs with a new appreciation. "Quite impressive."

Amoxtli gave a smile that brought a small blush to the gentlewoman's cheeks. "Ma' Bartel."

Penny laughed. "Hooch suit'!"

Aldora forced her eyes away from the lines of the Lacandon man's form. "Let's continue."

"There's a ladder here," Penny put a hand on one of its rungs, carved into the stone wall. "It's lit up above."

"Amoxtli will go first," Aldora said. "And then I. You come up when I tell you it's safe."

Penny nodded, stepping back, and allowing the Lacandon to make his way up the stairs.

"You fancy him don't you." Penny whispered.

She couldn't tell that Aldora's face had reddened in the darkness as their guide's torch had ascended with him. "That is not an acceptable topic of conversation."

"Yeah, but you do, don't you. A right buck, he is. Want me to crack you up to him?"

"That's enough cheek out of you, young lady." Aldora mounted the ladder, following up after Amoxtli.

She emerged into a tunnel lit with a gas lantern hanging on a hook. It wasn't until she turned to look behind her that she noticed the harsh uniformed men with rifles holding the guide silent. It took all of her willpower to avoid glancing down the ladder towards Penny as she audibly gasped, raised her hands, and backed away, just managing to hope that the girl would take the hint and stay hidden below.

 

***

 

The mercenaries remained silent as they escorted Aldora and Amoxtli through lamp-lit tunnels, and Aldora didn't volunteer any information herself. The uniforms they wore reminded her of those used by the Spanish infantry, but they were more subdued, a grey rather than light blue, rank insignia on the shoulders rather than the cuffs. Their hats were straw, in the style of the Mexican charro's sombrero. The uniforms had not withstood the jungle's rigour with grace, but the men's rifles seemed in excellent condition.

While the uniforms were nationalistically identifiable, Aldora noted that the men themselves were not. Of the three escorting them, two looked Hispanic, and the third possibly Eastern European. Russian, perhaps.

The tunnel opened up into a massive chamber filled with levels of wooden scaffolding built around a towering cubic clockwork structure. Its purpose wasn't immediately apparent, shifting gears arranged around sliding flywheels, pneumatic tubes snaking between steam-powered pistons, hinged flanges tapping staccato rhythms that echoed throughout the structure. Beyond the guards walking slowly along the scaffolding she could see a man in ragged safari-wear examining the mechanism -- Mr. Kelley?

Set around the tower and its base were caches of supplies: barrels of food and water, bundles of cloth, kegs of cordite and shot for the cannons outside.

One of the mercenaries prodded her along with the barrel of his rifle, preventing her from taking in any more detail, and the prisoners were escorted down a side tunnel. A vine-tied wooden lattice had been placed across its far end, and two of the mercenaries stood watch as the third moved it aside. 

Aldora and Amoxtli were prodded through into a small cell where two men -- one in a ruined tweed waistcoat and trousers, the other in torn safari khakis -- sat along its walls.

"Miss Fiske!" Colonel Isley scrambled to his feet. His face was dirt smudged, and his impeccable moustache looked ragged."Thank heavens you're alive!"

And now they know my name, Aldora cursed inwardly. Thank you for that.

"Are you alright? We'd feared the worst."

Aldora hesitated, waiting until the guards' echoing footsteps had faded. "After the raid I was taken in by the local native people."

"You're the woman who financed this rescue operation?" Aldora recognised the other man as the actor Carvel White. "I cannot say that I am impressed."

"You know how it is. Things seldom work out as intended."

"What the devil are you wearing?"

"It's a tunic the natives were kind enough to lend me."

"It's dreadful."

The Colonel frowned. "You'd rather she traipse around in her all-together?" 

Carvel gave Aldora an appraising look. "I should say not. I prefer my women with a more classical figure."

"I shall endeavour to recover from such stunning disappointment. If you are quite through critiquing my apparel, where are the others?"

"Dead, I am sad, but not surprised to say," Carvel said. "Our production assistant was killed in the initial assault. Our guide slain as an example when he refused to show the mercenaries' commander whatever respect the bastard felt entitled to."

Henry Robinson was dead. Aldora sat down heavily, hand flitting to her face. It took a lot to take the wind out of Aldora's sails, to wreck her poise, to slip the mask of perfect composure from her face. Carvel didn't seem to notice.

"I haven't seen Mr. Girnwood, the director, since our capture, but I assume that he's dead as well."

"No," Aldora spoke absently, distracted. "He comes from a wealthy family. He'll be kept separate from the rest of us for ransom."

"That cannot be," Carvel said. "I'm a universally well-regarded symbol of the stage. If anyone's worth a ransom, I am."

"Perhaps he's not a fan of theatre," Isley suggested. "Mr. Kelley was taken as well."

"I think I might have spotted him," Aldora said. "Working on that giant clockwork."

"What do you suppose its purpose might be?" 

"I haven't the foggiest." Aldora looked over at Carvel. "How did Mr. Robinson die?"

"Foolishly," Carvel said with a snort. "The director, Mr. Girnwood, was trying to wheedle some sort of deal with the mercenary commander, throwing his weight and reputation around, and quite simply exhausted the man's patience. He struck the man, and Robinson called him out as a coward for assaulting a bound prisoner. He was shot as an example to the rest of us."

"An example."

"So he said. It seemed to have been an effective one, at least for Girnwood."

Aldora forced herself to focus. "And what sort of man is this mercenary commander?"

"You'll find out yourself," a gruff voice from behind her spoke. A new pair of guards had silently appeared at the door, rifles at ready. "Come with us, Miss. Y tu tambien, hombre."

The latter was directed at Amoxtli. Aldora rose, interposing herself between the men and her guide. "You don't need him. He's a native -- he doesn't speak English or Spanish."

"That's up to the commander. Come along."

 

***

 

The guards escorted Aldora and Amoxtli past the clockwork tower and through darkened corridors to the dusk outside beyond the temple's entrance, and to a large central pavilion tent. It was dark and sombre within, lit by beeswax candles, decorated with Catholic iconography. A portable altar had been set up at the far end, flanked by tall standards bearing a severe and geometric Christian styling. The fore of the tent was occupied with rows of folding chairs of wood and cloth.

The man occupying the tent was dressed in a uniform similar to the other mercenaries, over which he wore a black Catholic clerical waistcoat, buttoned all the way up to the collar. To Aldora his ensemble gave the impression of a militant cassock, made all the more blatant by the gun-belt slung along his hips. He was tall, dark, and athletic, with a regal Hispanic bearing that well suited the pavilion tent's atmosphere.  

The guards stopped just outside to flank the tent's entrance.

"Miss Fiske, I presume?" The militant priest looked up as she and Amoxtli entered.

Aldora placed his accent as educated Barcelonian. "I am afraid you have the advantage."

His smile did not reach his eyes. "Father Jago Sarsosa. I apologise for the circumstances."

"Charmed. Should I call you Father Sarsosa or Commander Sarsosa?"

"You may refer to me as is your pleasure, Miss Fiske."

She grinned unpleasantly. "Be careful with your permissions, Commander, I may just take you up on them."

Sarsosa's smile didn't falter. Everything about the man, Aldora noted, was impeccable. His pocket kerchief was folded just so. His moustache was waxed to the perfect degree. His hair parted expertly down the middle. 

This was a man who prided himself on his control, perhaps to a pathological degree. 

He addressed Amoxtli. "And you, sir?"

Aldora spoke quickly. "He is only a simple native guide. Speaks nothing but his tribal tongue."

Sarsosa studied the man carefully before apparently dismissing him as unimportant. "Very well. Let us not unduly waste one another's time, Miss Fiske. You financed the expedition to find your filmmakers, so it is obvious that you come from money. Are you married?"

"Why, Father Sarsosa. That's rather forward of you."

"Miss Fiske."

"I am engaged to be married."

"Then it is to your father that I should address your ransom."

"You would stand a better chance of getting your money with my fiancé. Is that what this is all about?"

"The ransoms are incidental to our business in the region. Opportunities that arise must be exploited."

"How mercenary of you."

"I have to admit that I do not care about your opinion of me in the slightest, just that someone will pay for your release."

"If you must know, then yes."

Sarsosa nodded. "Then I shall appoint you facilities more suited to your station."

"And the rest of my expedition?"

"I have not yet decided their fate. Your behaviour shall, in part, determine what is to become of them."

"Your point is well taken. Do you mind if I ask you a question?"

"You may ask." Father Sarsosa leaned casually against his altar, arms folded across his chest.

"Does the Church condone what you are up to?"

"The Church? Oh. The vestments I wear. No, Miss Fiske, I am no longer with the Catholic Church, but I find their iconography projects a useful air of authority."

"You left the church?"

"I was excommunicated," he said.

"I suppose they look down on their missionaries turning mercenary."

"I was no missionary, and our disagreement was one of philosophy. Are you familiar with the writings of Charles Darwin?"

"On the Origin of the Species?"

Enthusiasm filled Father Sarsosa's voice. "Yes! The work changed my life. Darwin's true message was not one of biology, but one of leadership. Some men, you see, are simply superior to others. Smarter. Stronger. More suited to lead. More suited to set doctrine. I do not blame the Church for expelling me for my outspoken cries for modernisation; men of power must make what choices they must in order to secure their positions; I was a threat, and I was dealt with. So is the natural order."

"So you are no priest. Are you at least a military man?"

"After I left the church--"

"After they excommunicated you--"

"-- I served my native Espania's army loyally, until my regiment was sent to Cuba during the rebellion. I saw an advantage in the guerrilla tactics that the natives used... an adaptability and flexibility the Spanish army lacked. A man must always be flexible to take opportunities as they arise. As soon as the Americans joined the Cubans, I defected with my most loyal soldiers and joined the revolution -- together, we helped liberate Santiago. It was glorious."

"Impressive, I'm sure, but how does a revolutionary hero become a mercenary thug?"

Sarsosa raised an eyebrow. "You hope to rile me. Miss Fiske, you are a brave woman to have made your trip into the jungle. And either resourceful or lucky to have evaded my men until you entered the temple. It is circumstances like these -- strife -- that both reveal our highest selves and forge us into more perfect beings. You can rest assured... I shall not underestimate you."

Aldora blinked. "Nor I you, Commander."

"Then you must know that trying to get me to reveal more than I wish out of anger is foolish. But enough of me. The girl. She is yours?"

"The girl?"

He turned his head slightly. "The girl who followed you and the Indian. She has evaded my men, but we will have her soon. I'm not sure she's worth the trouble trying to take alive. Is she your daughter?"

"She is my ward," Aldora said carefully. 

"Then she shall be returned to you intact."

"Thank you."

"Show your thanks with your compliance, and you and your ward will remain safe. Take her away."

 

***

 

The guards separated Aldora and Amoxtli, taking the native hunter back towards the cell with the others, while Aldora was taken down another corridor.

They escorted her through a simple locked door into another cell. While still rather makeshift, this one was better appointed, with military-style cots and a folding table holding a bowl of fruit. 

The engineer Mr. Kelley was sitting at the table, while a second, plumper man reclined on one of the cots. Both stood as she entered, remaining silent until the guards had shut the door.

"Are you alright, Miss Fiske?" the skinny man asked.

"None the worse for wear, Mr. Kelly." She turned to the larger fellow. "You are the director, Mr. Girnwood?"

The heavyset man raised a hand weakly. "And you are?"

"Miss Aldora Fiske." She walked up to Girnwood, stared him in the eyes for a second, then slapped him sharply across the face. 

He rocked back, putting a hand on the wall to steady himself. "Wh-what?"

"That is for getting a good man killed."

"What?"

Aldora grabbed him by the tattered remains of his collar, slamming the man against the wall. "Henry Robinson was more of a man than you will ever know, you snivelling worm. He'd lived more, loved more, accomplished more than you can even dream, and now he's dead, leaving an orphaned daughter behind, all because you couldn't sit still and keep your mouth shut."

Girnwood gasped and grabbed at Aldora's fingers, trying to pry himself free. "The girl survived?"

"By all rights she is your responsibility now. Your lack of caution took her father from her, your self-importance almost took her life away, and I'd not add your incompetence to the burden she must bear for the rest of her life, but if you should survive this ordeal you must never forget what it is you've done. Are we clear, Mr. Girnwood?"

"Y-yes, Miss Fiske."

"Excellent."

She gave the man a last shove against the wall, then released him and turned to sit at the table, pulling a banana from the bowl. Mr. Kelly and Mr. Girnwood exchanged glances.

"Did you know Mr. Robinson well?" Girnwood asked. "If so, I'm sorry for your--"

"Mr. Kelly." Aldora's quiet voice cut Girnwood's clumsy condolences off.

The engineer sat up straight. "Yes, Miss Fiske?"

She pointed the banana, half-peeled, at him. "The mercenaries have you examining the clockwork tower."

"Oh, yes. Fascinating thing."

"Is it Mayan?"

"Parts of it, yes."

"Only parts of it?"

"Well, yes. Others were, I believe, built by Mr. Babbage some decades ago when he visited the area."

"To what end?"

"Well, the Mayan clockwork, what remains, seems to be an observatory device of some sort. It measures wind, temperature, humidity, geothermic pressure... and the tower that Babbage constructed about it appears to be an Analytical Engine that interprets the presented data in a host of different ways. Taken together I believe it's sort of a predictive computation device."

"Predictive?"

"Oh yes. It's astoundingly complex. Babbage built a machine that can predict the outcome of almost any human action, given accurate variables."

"What does Sarsosa want with it? He seems more a man of action than computations and fortune-telling."

Mr. Kelly seemed uncomfortable. "Well, the original purpose of the device was to predict the effects of human endeavour. The Commander wants me to alter it so that you can start from a desired outcome and work out the steps necessary to get to that point."

Aldora gasped. "Is that... possible?"

"Sarsosa believes so. And it is. In theory. But I'm just one man... it'll take months, if not years, to make the changes he wants."

The door opened with a scraping sound, and all three of the prisoners froze. 

Rough hands shoved Penny through the doorway, and the young girl stumbled, almost falling. 

Aldora was next to her in an instant. "Are you alright?"

"Scuffed up a bit," Penny said. "Lead the guards on a merry chase around and through the clockworks, I did. Hello, Mr. Girnwood. Is my father here?"

Girnwood's face fell and he sagged against the wall. "Ahem. Well. Penelope. You see..."

Aldora knelt next to the girl, eyes glassy, hand on her arm and shoulder.

 

***

 

Later, when the crying had stopped, the two girls sat in the cell's corner. Aldora had asked the guards for, and received, a stiff bristled brush that she was using to try and de-tangle Penny's auburn hair. Her own hand strayed intermittently to touch her own scarlet locks, bound back in a bun the best she could manage.

"Father always said that he'd be gone some day," Penny said softly, breaking the silence. "That I had to be ready."

"He was a brave man who frequently put himself in dangerous circumstances."

"He did his best to keep me safe."

"I know, child."

"But it isn't a safe world, is it, Miss Fiske?"

Aldora didn't answer right away, and the gentle rasping of the brush through Penny's hair filled the room.

"What do you know of your mother?" 

"Most of the time father said that she died in childbirth." Penny's voice was flat, emotionless. "But sometimes, when he was well in his cups, he'd say that she'd left us instead. I think he said that she died to spare my feelings."

"Perhaps."

"That's silly though," Penny said. "How can you have feelings about someone you've never known? The woman who birthed me... she's nothing more than a bedtime story."

"Some say the bond between a mother and child extends beyond simple association."

"Do you think so?"

Aldora brushed silently before answering. "Not in my experience. I've seen stronger bonds between adoptive parents and children than I ever felt for my own."

"I'm sorry you didn't at least have a father like mine."

"No one had a father like yours," Aldora said. "We'll not see the likes of Henry Robinson again, and the world is poorer for it."

"What will become of me?" Penny said. "If we escape, that is. I don't have godparents."

"We will get through this."

Penny sighed. "It doesn't seem likely."

Aldora turned the girl so that they were facing one another. "Penelope Robinson, I give you my word as a Lady that we will get through this. We will escape. And when we return to London, I will take you into my household as if... as if you were my own."

"You will?" Penny's voice sounded very small.

"I... owed your father. I owed him much, and now that he has passed, it is a debt that I will never be able to repay. Raising his daughter is the best way I can respect his memory."

"Thank you, Miss Fiske."

"We've been risking our lives together, Penny. Please, call me Aldora."

The girl threw her arms around the slender woman, who, after her initial surprise, returned the embrace.

Behind them Mr. Girnwood cleared his throat noisily. Aldora levelled a cool gaze in his direction, not yet letting go of the girl.

"That's a touching display of affection and I for one am very moved," the director said. "If only I had my camera. Such emotion."

"What do you want, Mr. Girnwood?"

He seemed hesitant. "It seems to me that it would be far easier to simply let ourselves be ransomed. Safer, at any rate, and I'm sure that you'd rather not risk the girl in an escape attempt."

"As I am sure you recall, Penelope's father was murdered." Aldora let Penny go and shifted in her seat to face the man. "He was a good friend of mine for many years. This is not a wrong I can let go unavenged."

"Me neither," Penny said.

"Surely the authorities--"

"Commander Sarsosa is constructing a powerful analytic engine capable of crafting plans with inhuman precision," Aldora said. "If it's as effective as Mr. Kelly indicates, then once it's complete it'll account for the efforts of the authorities."

"Yes, but--"

"Have you spoken to the Commander, Mr. Girnwood?"

"You know I have."

"What is your impression of the man?"

"He's a hard man. Cruel, perhaps."

"Ambitious. Ruthless. But what struck me was something he said, something about strife and conflict bringing out the best in mankind. Tell me, if you had the almost godlike omniscience of this Babbage Tower, what would you do with it, Mr. Girnwood?"

"Oh, well, I suppose I'd use it to make the world a better place?"

"You would. Most people would. But your ideal world is not mine, and Commander Sarsosa's ideal world, I would hazard, is not anyone's."

The director fell silent.

"We must remove him from power by what means we can, for after he completes his machine, he will be a god, and no one can oppose him."

"Mr. Kelly can simply refuse--"

"I will!"

"Mr. Kelly can refuse, be executed, and be replaced by engineers more amicable to serving a monster like Sarsosa. There are, no doubt, plenty in the guild."

"There are," Mr. Kelly agreed.

"But why does it fall to us?" the director whined.

"Because we can. Because we're here, at the right time, in the right place. We will be the last random variable in the engine's calculations, Mr. Girnwood. Humanity's last chance to evade the controlling grasp of a megalomaniac. We will stop him, because we must."

"And because the bastard killed my father," Penny said.

"Penelope!"

"I said 'dastard'."

"You were correct the first time," Aldora said.

"Well and good," the director said. "I defer to your superior logic, and your need to see Henry avenged. But how do you propose we go about wreaking such vengeance, stuck in this cell as we are?"

"Maybe I could fake an illness and we could lure the guards in?" Mr. Kelly suggested.

"You've been reading a few too many penny dreadfuls." Girnwood frowned.

"Penny Dreadfuls. Ooh, I like that," Penny said. "And I'm the dreadful one with the key, aren't I?" 

She opened her hand, revealing a small iron key.

"Wherever did you get that?" the engineer asked.

"Nicked it when they pinched me."

Aldora took the key from Penny's hand. "It's a skeleton key."

She walked to the cell door, stooping to look through the keyhole. "It looks like it'll fit. And I don't see any guards in the hall."

"They're probably at the evening meal," Mr. Kelly said. "Every night Sarsosa gathers his men and has a small religious service."

"Mercenaries with religion, what next?" Girnwood shook his head.

"It doesn't last long."

"Then we need to move quickly." Aldora unlocked the door, wincing at its loud click.

She handed the key back to Penny. "Head back to the cell where the others are being kept and bring them to the escape tunnel.

Penny handed the key to Mr. Kelly. "No, I want to go with you."

"Do as I say. I can handle Father Sarsosa, but not if I'm worrying about you."

A small sad smile spread across the girl's face. "You sound like father."

Aldora paused, then held the girl close again. "He will not go unavenged."

"Come with us," Girnwood said, pausing in the doorway as he left, following Kelly. "Forget vengeance and Sarsosa."

"This isn't just about revenge," Aldora said, nudging Penny gently after the men. "You've heard what this Babbage tower can do. I can't let it stay in the hands of an opportunistic dictator like that. He'll set the world aflame and think himself a saint for it."

Girnwood backed away, out the open door, followed shortly by Mr. Kelley.

"Go, Penny. Be safe. I'll come for you."

Penny bit her lip and nodded, slipping out after the director.

 

***

 

It didn't take Aldora long to find the makeshift chapel where Father Jago Sarsosa was preaching to his men.  She followed the booming tenor of his voice to the large pavilion tent. 

She daren't approach the tent itself, but through the candlelit shadows she could clearly see the mercenary commander making broad sweeping gestures near his makeshift altar, the silhouettes of his men in rows of folding chairs watching his every motion.

"Some of you come from our native Spain," he said, preaching in English. "Others joined us after our liberation in Cuba, or after, when we travelled to Columbia. Some have asked me, Father Sarsosa, why did you delay and extend the conflict in Columbia? Why did you use your position as a trusted revolutionary to stymie the cause of freedom and drag things on further?

"I will say to you all, that my cause, that God's cause, is not freedom. What the revolutionaries call 'freedom' is just a lack of discipline. I have always preached more discipline, and no institution better impresses discipline upon a people than a strong military, and when is a military at its strongest?"

"WAR!" The reply from his guards was so sudden, so forceful, that Aldora had to steel herself against bolting.

"War!" Sarsosa continued. "War brings out the best in men. It creates circumstances where superior men rise to the top, and weak leaders are cast down to shatter on the Earth.

"It was for this reason that we accepted the Cartel's contract to bring war to Russia. I do not care for the Russian people, they are not my people, but they, too, are deserving of war.

"It was in St. Petersburg that I learnt my lesson that one does not need to pitch battle to incite war. It was Hernandez -- stand, Hernandez -- it was one round from Hernandez's rifle that turned protest and riot into rebellion on the steps of the palace. One man died, and what was born from the blood that Hernandez spilt?"

"WAR!"

"And now, while we hid in the jungles, asked by the Cartel to do the same for Mexico, what has God brought us? This machine. With this machine we can accomplish our great task, our holy feat, the ignition of a world-wide perpetual conflict that will sweep across Europe. This machine will tell us whose death will ignite this eternal flame, and how we can best position ourselves to benefit from it. This will be a great war. An unending war. The last war to end all wars. One shot will ring out, and then what will we have?"

"WAR!" came the echoed chorus. "WAR! WAR! WAR!"

Sickened, Aldora retreated back into the ruins. 

Things were more dire than she had feared. Sarsosa's motives were not selfish. He didn't want to enrich himself. 

He was the worst sort of idealist, one convinced that bloodshed would elevate humanity, and his charisma had allowed him to sway his men to a similar fanaticism. He'd blended his authoritarian militarism with the trappings of religion into a perfect nightmare fusion of theocratic fascism.

She crept to the foot of the clockwork tower, stopping to gather up a pair of 8 lb. kegs of cordite, one under each arm. 

Unlike Mr. Kelly she was no engineer, and knew nothing of the device's workings or its structural integrity, and she was no military demolitions expert either. Still, she did the best she could, secreting kegs of artillery powder around the tower's base in out of the way places, small trails of black grit leading back to its centre, where a thicker trail lead away from the base.

The Mayans and Mr. Babbage had left human-sized passages through the workings so that engineers could reach the machine's innermost guts, and Aldora wove powder trails to kegs hidden deep within.

"Stop her!" 

Aldora had just placed her eighth keg when Sarsosa and his men returned to the central chamber. At the priest's cry, one of his men took a knee, shouldered his rifle, and fired in one smooth motion, the heat from the round's passage caressing the side of her neck. She ducked aside, back into the shelter of the clockwork mechanism.

"Idiota!" Sarsosa pulled his pistol and shot the kneeling mercenary in the temple. "Don't risk the tower. Kill the woman if you must, but preserve the mechanism!"

The soldiers swarmed towards the tower, leaving their dead comrade by Sarsosa's feet.

Aldora retreated to the centre of the machine and began climbing, using its brass pipes and steel rods as hand-holds. The soldiers ran up the scaffolding, entering the tower above and below her, some with machetes or knives in hand. 

A grasping hand reached through the network of pipes towards her, and she grabbed it by the fingers, twisting them until they broke with a loud snap. Their owner fell screaming. 

Down below another mercenary, climbing up after her, swiped at her ankle with his machete, missing by mere inches. She let her grip go and dropped half-a-foot to plant her heel squarely between his eyes; he fell with a yell to collide with the man below him as she continued her ascent.

Aldora climbed until she was level with the highest scaffolding at the peak of the tower. 

A nearly out-of-breath Russian mercenary was thundering up the ramp towards her, serrated knife in hand, twisted grimace on his scarred face. She pulled a wooden rod from the scaffold just in time to parry a vicious swipe, returning a clumsy riposte that impacted sharply with the man's breastbone. She adjusted her grip to account for the stick's weight and balance. 

When the man next slashed his blade at her face she struck his wrist with the side of the rod, shattering the joint, then jabbed the end of it into his throat.

The Russian fell to his knees, gasping and holding his trachea. Aldora calmly retrieved the pistol from his hip-holster, then shoved him off the top of the tower with the pad of her foot, watching with quiet satisfaction as he tumbled to the stone floor below.

More mercenaries climbed, converging to trap her at the top. 

Aldora picked up the Russian's dropped knife and used it to quickly cut the twine binding the long vertical pole from the scaffolding nearest her, then swung down to wrap her arms and legs around its length. Her momentum carried it away from the tower, twine further down its length snapping as the weight strained it. She rode the falling pole until it lodged against the far wall, the impact almost jarring the strength from her limbs.

"Get her!" Sarsosa cried. "She's away from the machine -- shoot her!"

Aldora hung by her knees from the pole, hem of her tunic trapped between her thighs, bending backwards at the waist until she was fully inverted, aiming the Russian's pistol at one of the gunpowder kegs near the tower's base. 

Mercenaries braced their rifles against the tower's pipes, rods, and levers, taking aim and firing, their deadly rounds impacting the limestone blocks around Aldora. She shut out the danger, shut out the distraction, closed one eye, aimed, and pulled the trigger.

 

***

 

Explosion. 

Falling.

Impact.

Pain.

Black.

Get up.

Get up.

 

***

 

Aldora had only blacked out for a moment. 

When her senses returned she was deaf save for a powerful ringing in her ears, and at first the blackness made her fear blindness as well. 

Bereft of her two primary senses, Aldora stumbled through a dark abyss, feeling only the pain of what was probably a broken arm and smelling the potent mixture of spent cordite, scorched brass, and burning flesh. Her good arm extended its hand to help her navigate as she crawled over ruined debris.

As her eyes adjusted she noted a dim glow from small pockets of burning refuse, providing enough light to see by. The concussive force of the explosion had damaged the temple's structure and it was in danger of collapse. Many of the tunnels leading away from the central chamber had already crumbled, including the one leading outside. 

She turned from it, making her way towards the passage leading to the Mayan escape tunnel.

Her sense of hearing began to return slowly, first with a hollow echoing that eventually resolved itself into a single shouted word.

"FISKE!"

It was Jago Sarsosa. Somehow he had survived the explosion.

"FISKE!" 

He sounded maddened, whether from the pain or from the rage at being thwarted.

There was a low bass boom followed by a crack. Sarsosa was shooting at her.

Aldora looked over her shoulder to see the fallen priest shambling in pursuit. His face looked masked in crimson, his hair jagged with stiffening blood, one eye bright with anger, the other gone dark. He was limping, but not exactly slowly, one shaking hand levelling a pistol in her direction.

He fired again, missing by inches only because of his loss of depth perception. He was adjusting quickly.

Aldora turned and crawled over the debris as fast as her broken arm allowed. Her legs were uninjured but she found it hard to focus, hard to move quickly.

"I am concussed," she said conversationally, her voice distant and cloudy in her ears.

She staggered sideways down the corridor leading to the ancient escape tunnel, a bullet impacting where her head had been moments before.

Aldora reached the ladder down, slowly but carefully navigating it one-handed, her balance still off. She misjudged one of the middle rungs and fell to the ground below, jarring her shattered shoulder and giving out an involuntary cry.

Sarsosa leapt down from above, sturdy boots landing next to her, pistol in hand. His left knee buckled but he did not fall, a grimace distorting his lips, blood dripping from his ruined eye, down his cheek, to fall upon his waistcoat. What she could make out through the dull light filtering from above was horrific.

"Mato usted," he managed through gritted teeth, bringing his pistol to bear.

Aldora lashed out with her foot, the ball of her toe kicking the gun out of his hand. It fell into the electrified battery pond with a crackling spark, lightning dancing along the metal casing even as it sank, illuminating their struggle from below.

"Mato con mis manos!"  

Sarsosa lunged faster than the concussed gentlewoman could react, his powerful calloused hands wrapping around Aldora's slender neck. 

A greyness came to her already fading vision as he cut off the oxygen supply to her lungs, literally choking the life out of her. 

Her one good hand flailed uselessly at his arm, unable to reach his face or neck, until, her will fading, it fell to rest on the pool's bank. Her fingertips touched sharp flint. 

Almost instinctively, her fingers closed around it, finding a bit of broken shaft, the tip of a spear skipped across an electric pond hours earlier. 

Summoning the last of her will, the last of her strength, Aldora gripped the spearhead firmly before driving it around, up and into Sarsosa's remaining eye. He screamed and let go of her neck, his hands flying to his ruined face, legs kicking in agony for the time it took the woman to regain her breath.

 By the time she had recovered, he was still.

Aldora stared at the dead Spaniard for a long moment, until the light from his sparking gun had finally faded away, leaving her in absolute blackness.

"Henry," she whispered, leaning her head back against the tunnel wall. It would be so easy to let go, now. To let the rumbling in the stone against her back lure her down into oblivion, to give up the finger-hold she had onto life, to let herself slip away into the comforting stillness of death. She had fought hard. She had won. She had defeated Father Sarsosa and avenged the murder of her lost love. She had kept her promise to Penelope.

Most of her promise.

Penny was alone, now, without a parent. She faced a life alone as an urchin, or toiling away in a work-house, if she ever made it back to England. Lord only knew what dangers orphans faced here in Mexico. The girl needed her, and she'd given her the hope of a stable life. She'd given her word. As appealing as the peace of death felt, Aldora had given her word, and she was a Lady of her word.

"Penelope," she whispered, summoning all her will. She stood, bracing herself against the wall to rise, next to the dead Spaniard.

There was one obstacle left in her way. She stood at the edge of the deadly pool she could no longer see, then strode to the back of her side of the pond.

Four paces.

About eight to ten feet.

Her flagging endurance would have to suffice.

Aldora tensed for but a moment, then sprang forward, bare feet flying across limestone until she judged herself at the edge of the pool, then leapt.

 

***

 

"I would never have dreamed that a mere woman could accomplish so much destruction," the Colonel said.

The escaped captives crouched in the jungle at the edge of Zipactonal's clearing, watching the last few standing pillars of stone collapse into the ruin.

"A remarkable woman, even for a Fiske," Carvel said. "I daresay in the mould of Queen Victoria herself. We'll not see her like again."

"She's not dead," Penny said, stepping forward. "She can't be!"

"Capable she may have been," Carvel said, "but no one could have survived that."

"She could!" Penny turned burying her face in Amotzxil's tunic. "Aldora's too... she can't be dead!"

Kelley looked away awkwardly.

"She... she's all I have."

Amoxtli started, then pointed towards the ruins. "Xchúupal! 'U'uyeh!"

A shambling figure became visible in the smoke and dust, stopping and abruptly straightening as it neared the periphery. A warm wind blew across the clearing, revealing the bedraggled but distinct form of Miss Aldora Fiske. She was limping, one arm hung limply at her side, and her face was bloodied, but the gentlewoman was very much alive.

The adults watched in shock as Aldora approached, only young Penny breaking ranks to throw herself bodily into the ragged woman. She caught her gingerly, no trace of pain crossing her face as she held the sobbing child.

Her eyes sought out the Colonel, steady, clear, challenging.

The man looked away.

 

***

 

"Is this where I'll be living?" Penny looked up at the Fiske townhouse. She didn't have much luggage, just a few outfits that the girls had picked up in Mérida before their trip back to London.

"Impressed?" Aldora asked. She'd acquired new clothing as well, pleased with the availability of European-style garments in the Mexican port city, only a few seasons out of date.

"It's nice." Penny was good at sounding polite but unimpressed. "Not as nice as a Maharajah's palace of course, but it'll do."

Aldora adjusted her parasol, hiding her smile. "I am ever so pleased that it meets with your approval."

Penny smoothed out the unfamiliar lacy hem of her skirt. "I've never... lived in a house, you know. Father and I... we always kept moving, staying with others. I've never had a home."

The townhouse's door opened to emit Aldora's fiancé Bartleby. He flashed the girls a grin.

Aldora rolled her eyes. "Penelope, this is my fiancé, Alton Bartleby. Mr. Bartleby has a home of his own, though you wouldn't realise it from how often you'll find him here."

"Penny," the girl said, giving a small curtsy.

"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Robinson," Alton said. He stepped aside, revealing a young Chinese girl in a short sleeved dress. "Allow me to introduce to you Miss Xin Yang, ward of my business partner."

"你是我的朋友吗？" The Chinese girl stepped forward with a friendly smile.

Penny blinked with pleasant surprise, then responded in Xin Yang's own tongue. "是的！让我们成为最好的朋友！"

She turned to Aldora. "She wants to be friends!"

"I know." Aldora stepped aside towards her fiancé. "I understand Mandarin. Why don't you two run off to the yard? Xin Yang can show you around the grounds."

Penny dropped her small bag and ran off, hand-in-hand, with the other girl.

Aldora turned to Alton. "You did that on purpose."

"Did what?" Alton asked. "I simply thought that your new foster might enjoy someone her own age to play with while adjusting to her new household."

"Nothing you think is simple."

"And if you should happen to decide that a more permanent stewardship of Xin Yang might be occasionally a benefit..."

Aldora laughed. "Does James know you're here?"

"Oh good lord no. He prefers to have the girl in our own home, even though he never leaves his workshop. The chap can be a bit... overprotective at times."

"He's protective of the both of you."

Bartleby rolled his eyes. "Don't I know it. It's tiresome. Anyway, I'm pleased to see that you've reconsidered how children fit into your lifestyle."

"It's not a matter of children, it's family," Aldora said. "We all have them; most people have two. The family we're born into, and the family we choose. It's only by way of rare accident that the two happen to coincide."

Bartleby watched the two girls disappear around the corner of the house. "And which is this Penelope?"

"Whatever the matter of the former, she is firmly the latter. I have chosen that she be raised in my home, as my daughter. I trust, dear fiancé, that you do not object?"

"I wouldn't dare."

Fine Young Turks

 

Aldora Fiske navigated the shifting patterns of the quadrille effortlessly. Her evening gown was cut was to the very edge of fashion, a diaphanous teal tunic over her draped narrow pastel blue skirt, waistline cinched high just below the bust in a precise Empire style, her hemline just above the cuff of her high curved heels. To the untrained eye her movements were casual, effortless, and relaxed, but there was purpose behind every step, intent behind every turn, a reason behind every change in partners. There were many she would speak with this evening, many she would listen to, and it was the shuffling steps of the quadrille which would bring dancers together and take them apart again.

The band played on, Turks with European orchestral instruments, playing with precision and largely ignorant of the subtle conflict filling the Constantinople palace's ballroom around them, the dancers an international sea of muted European style amid opulent Ottoman decor.

Her partners in these movements were almost as adept at this social chess as she, and everyone had their own political agenda for the evening. None were so inexperienced that an unexpected twist would trip them up or make them lose their pace, and so the lunges and feints of this dance were intended to channel individuals towards and away from one another, as desired. The experienced players, such as Aldora herself, knew how to think several movements and motions ahead. The game became one of understanding and anticipating the choices in partner other dancers were apt to make, and then presenting attractive alternatives to get them where you wanted them to be.

Having finished flirting with the eligible and noble Italian Comte Montagni, Aldora moved with the changing measure, displacing Mme. Viviani, wife of the French Minister of Labour.

She smiled as her movements began to mirror those of her new partner, the wealthy industrialist Brugmann. "Only in Constantinople would I dream to see a French woman dancing with a German."

Brugmann laughed. "Perhaps the atmosphere puts us in a conciliatory mood, Miss Fiske. It is yet Miss, is it not?"

"I do approach the end of my spinsterhood," she said. "But you needn't fear my fiance minding my dancing with another man."

"A trusting man, your Mr. Bartleby. And you trust him enough to travel half the world away."

"If the Reich can trust the Third Republic..."

"It isn't France that concerns us, but their chosen ally."

The dance had brought Minister Guignard Viviani himself alongside the couple, no doubt a manoeuvre the Frenchman had initiated soon after seeing his wife dancing with the industrialist, and had been compelled to complete even after she had moved on.

"You needn't concern yourself with the Tsar," he said in passing. "Russia is in no position to initiate a war, not after the trouncing the Japanese gave them."

"If they're so weak an ally, then why waste your time courting them?" Brugmann asked.

Guignard smirked and the dance shifted, Aldora moving to join him.

"As a counterweight to your own ambitions, of course," he said. "The French and Russian governments are not inclined to start a war, but you can rest assured that together we are well equipped to end one."

"I'm sure you find great pleasure in rattling your sabres," Aldora said, subtly moving the Frenchman away from the German, "but I can assure you that none here are impressed."

"Forgive me, of course," the Frenchman said.

"It is from our elusive host that you should beg forgiveness."

"Ah! Perhaps the opportunity is upon me."

Guignard turned slightly, allowing Aldora a glimpse of the curtained archway leading into the ballroom. A handsome Turk stood there, dressed in a long emerald robe with tight sleeves over a pale blue and navy tunic. He was tall and thin, with an olive cast to his features that Aldora found quite appealing. The dance's steps turned her away from the man, and far be it from her to make a scene craning her neck around for him.

"Our host joins us," Guignard said. "Cemal Yavuzade Bey."

"What do you know of the man?" she asked, careful to keep her interest sounding mild.

"He's a representative of the Ottoman Empire's ruling Committee of Union and Progress parliamentary party."

"A mouthful of a label."

"Perhaps you've heard of them by their other name, the Young Turks?"

"That does sound familiar. I remember hearing something about a coup?"

"From what I can recall the Young Turks marched on the Sultan and demanded he reinstate the constitution he'd suspended. The man capitulated, and the Turks seized power. This ball is most likely a calculated ploy by the Committee to show off the empire's reforms to the great powers of Europe, to inspire confidence in the "Sick Old Man of Europe's" financial future."

Aldora chuckled. "For a transparent ploy to inspire confidence in ones debtors, it certainly is a pleasant one."

While she had expected spectacle at the ball -- the familiar European style was a considerate touch -- she did not expect their host to be so young and handsome. As the dance progressed and she passed from Guignard to a new partner she spared Cemal a second glance -- and to her fluster he caught it, deep hazel eyes locking her own pale blue. She found it impossible to look away from their intensity at first, and when she finally managed found herself partnered with Mr. Herbert, the loathsome American industrialist whose great airship had brought most of her fellow guests all the way to Asia.

"Miss Fiske!" His greedy eyes sought out her décolletage. "How delightful it is to have the opportunity to dance with you."

"Forgive me, Mr. Herbert. I do feel a bit faint. You will excuse me?" She backed away, still moving in time to the music but increasing the distance between herself and her temporary partner.

Mr. Herbert nodded but frowned, finding himself alone in the quadrille. He made a game attempt to dance with an invisible partner for a few movements, then walked awkwardly off the floor to titters just loud enough for him to hear.

 

***

 

Aldora swayed between dancing couples, away from the centre of the ballroom, instinctively navigating between their complex steps as easily as when she had been part of the pattern herself. Cool air across her flushed skin drew her through a tapered arch onto a vast balcony, and she chided herself for having had such a public reaction. It was unthinkable for a lady of her stature to show such obvious interest. She could but hope the ballroom's lighting was such that none noticed her blush, her gaze, her obvious stare.

She leaned against the balcony, letting the cool Mediterranean breeze soothe her embarrassment, and looked out over Constantinople's skyline, its domes and towers silhouetted against the setting sun. Black shapes silhouetted against the fading light, passing between the minarets, both European airships and the smaller Turkish ornithopters with their articulated wings, the distant lights of their swaying, darting movements almost seeming like fireflies one might reach out and grasp.

"Would you like to go for a ride?"

She'd never heard the Bey speak, but she knew it was his voice without turning around. She daren't. "I beg your pardon?"

"You're watching the ornithopters. I'm told they never took hold in Northern Europe... my personal 'thopter sits on the roof of this palace. Perhaps you'd like to take a ride in it some time?"

"Thank you for the offer," Aldora said. "But I was merely enjoying the view."

"Do you like it?"

"It's breathtaking."

"Tell me," he said, standing next to her. "Tell me what you see."

She spared him a sideways look, fixating on the inches between their hands on the railing. "I see the setting sun. The rising moon. I see the bay, and ships of all sorts."

"The harbour is the Golden Horn, and across the Bosporus Strait is Stamboul, the Byzantium of the Greeks and Constantinople of the Romans."

"I thought this palace was in Constantinople."

Cemal chuckled. "It is. Stamboul is the old city, the old way, built on seven hills, each topped with an extravagant mosque by Sultans gone by. On this side of the bay is Pera. Both are Constantinople, but Stamboul is its past. Pera is its future. Pera is what I've invited you all here to see."

"What makes Pera its future?" Aldora glanced at her host, caught him looking at her, and looked away quickly.

"Pera exists on the cusp of Europe and Asia," he said. "The embassies are here. The trading houses of Europe have their offices here. On the streets of Pera you might think yourself in any of the great cities of England or France, with just a taste of what makes Constantinople Turkish. On its streets you will pass citizens from across the Empire, from Egypt to Macedonia to Kuwait to Armenia."

"It sounds wonderfully cosmopolitan." Somehow her hand had moved closer to his, and she could almost feel the heat radiating from his skin.

"As the empire has been for centuries."

"Cemal Bey?"

The gruff voice startled Aldora, and she stepped quickly away from Cemal. One of his servants -- or guards -- waited in the doorway. "Sizin misafirler sizi soruyor."

"Ben hemen orada olacaktır." He turned to face Aldora straight on, and she found herself almost lost in the deep hazel of his eyes. "If you will excuse me?"

"Yes," she said. "Of course."

 

***

 

Aldora stayed, waiting on the balcony, watching the airships drift above the harbour long after her host had left.

"There you are." Penelope, her eleven year-old ward, stomped towards her, her white skirts bunched in her hands, broad velvet sash around her middle.

"Have you been behaving yourself?" Aldora asked, taking a moment to compose herself, hands flying lightly to her hair.

"I'm being a Lady," Penny said. "I was wondering if we might go visit Kalil tomorrow."

"Your friend. He lives across the bay, in Stamboul?"

Penny nodded. "Yes, in the Aksaray neighbourhood. I know the way. I can show you."

"Perhaps," Aldora said. "I would like to see more of the city."

"Kalil and I can serve as your guides," Penny said. "Father and I visited the city often."

The girl's smile faded slightly, and she turned to overlook the city alongside her guardian.

"I miss Father."

"I know you do, dear." Aldora slipped an arm around the girl's shoulder. "I miss him as well. Henry... he was one of the finest men I've had the pleasure of knowing."

Taking care of Henry Robinson's daughter was the only way she could make things right with herself. She'd arrived too late to save him from the Spanish madman who'd taken his life in the jungles of Mexico, but she had rescued the girl. Adopting her was the closest she would get to reconciliation with the girl's father. It would have to be enough.

"Let's return indoors," Aldora said. "It should be almost supper."

The girls turned and headed back towards the ballroom. A tall woman -- lean and graceful, with dark black skin and dark amber eyes, mahogany hair tied in a long braid, dressed in simple but elegant sleeveless silk vest over a long layered tunic -- met them at the archway.

"Miss Fiske?" she asked.

"Yes?"

"I am Safiyya, Cemal Bey's uşak."

"An uşak is a valet," Penny whispered.

"The Ottomans have female valets?" Aldora asked.

"The Young Turk's reforms allow women to do many things that before we could not," Safiyya said. "Cemal Bey wishes your company at his table for supper."

Aldora smiled brightly at the unexpected news. "You may of course relay to him that we accept."

Safiyya looked down at Aldora's ward. "The invitation was but for one, but I am sure he would not object--"

"No, that's okay." Penny gave Aldora a sly grin. "You needn't concern yourself with me. I can entertain myself while you entertain the Bey."

"Penelope!"

Penny's grin only widened. Safiyya chuckled.

 

***

 

"This is what now?" Brugmann sniffed at the clear liquid the palace servants had set before him. "An aperitif? It smells of anise. I thought your Muslim faith forbade you alcohol?"

Brugmann sat to Cemal's left, across from Aldora, who counted herself fortunate to be seated next to the handsome Turk. Mme. Viviani sat on Aldora's right, next to her husband, who himself was across the round table from the Italian aristocrat Comte Montagni, and the American industrialist Herbert. 

"It's rakı," Cemal poured a measure of cold water into his drink, turning it from transparent to a milky white. "I can assure you, Mr. Brugmann, the reformist government is a secularist one... but even before the revolution, the different religious communities had their own laws. Allah's restrictions are for those who choose to follow the Prophet."

"And you yourself drink?" Aldora asked.

Cemal smiled at her. "I've always been a secularist, particularly where it comes to fine drink."

The table's samite cloth was laden with a variety of small dishes served in delicate porcelain bowls. Aldora had sampled a grainy-looking salty white cheese which she found similar to feta, a slice of ripe melon she did not care for, and what had turned out to be a pepper and walnut paste straddling the cusp of heat and pain.

"I've heard told the Young Turk movement sprung from dissatisfied academics," she said.

"Oui," Minister Viviani said. "The founding members were students of the Académie de Machination in Paris."

"The Committee is eternally grateful to the government of France for their compliance," Cemal said.

"France has always supported progressive causes." Mme. Viviani picked up a slender skewer from the appetisers arrayed out before the guests, nibbling at the olive on the end.

"As you did so elegantly in Morocco." Brugmann sipped a thick golden yogurt from a small shallow dish.

The Labour Minister's wife visibly bristled, pointing the end of her skewer at the German industrialist.

"You know as well as any the only scandal in Morocco was Germany's," Aldora said, wiping the corners of her mouth with a napkin. "Though Britain thanks you for the opportunity to come to France's defence. I doubt the Entente Cordiale would be as strong as it is without you providing us the opportunity to test our alliance."

Brugmann's brow furrowed.  "Pfah! What does a woman understand of the nuances of geopolitics?"

"We know enough to see Germany's bluster is just despair that they've entered the great empire building game too late." Viviani's piercing laughter echoed through the banquet chamber. "What will your Kaiser do? Where will you find your colonies? There is not world enough left for a German Empire. There are no more Africas. No more Americas. You trail behind England and France, begging for scraps of China, but we all know that the Reich will not be satisfied with what diplomacy acquires!"

Brugmann's face reddened, his hands clenching into fists.  Safiyya half-rose out of her seat, only to be stopped by a small gesture from Cemal. The room held its collective breath.

"Germany will not start a war," Aldora spoke quietly, her voice enormous in the silence. "In politics we speak in rhetoric, but you must acknowledge that the Kaiser and his Chancellor are no less reasonable men than your President and his senate, Mme. Viviani. And reasonable men must recognise that the age of war is one that Europe has left behind. We, the people of the United Kingdom, the Republic of France, the Empire of Germany, the Kingdom of Italy, and the twin kingdoms of Austria-Hungary... we are no longer warriors. We are consumers. We are people of business, and the economic realities of trade limit the viability of combat. War, gentlemen, is no longer a profitable enterprise."

Brugmann stared at the gentlewoman in silence for several heartbeats before breaking out into genuine laughter. He sat back into his chair and the others at Cemal's table relaxed slightly, some lapsing into nervous chuckles themselves.

"Eloquent as always, Miss Fiske." The German returned his gaze to the food laid out before them. "I have heard these same sentiments from many, even in my own Empire... but you are a civilian, an aristocrat, and an academic -- what know you of the ways of war? Forgive me if I find you a trifle naive."

He paused, gaze flickering to Cemal. "No offence to the academics in the room, esteemed Bey. And forgive me my outburst."

"I take no offence," Cemal said. "I do not discourage spirited -- if civil -- debate. But I am no academic. I came to the Committee by military means."

"You were a military man?" Mr. Herbert asked, pausing, rice-stuffed vine leaf half-way to his lips.

"Naval," Cemal said. "The Sultan never trusted the Navy or its Admirals, so our airship fleet consisted of one vessel. As the man agitating most vocally for the modernisation of our military, I was honoured with its command. You can imagine my dismay when I discovered we were never to leave port. When the Committee came to solicit aid in their coup, offering a vision of military reform... well, how could I refuse?"

"Please do not take this the wrong way," the Italian Comte Montagni said, "but what of your military oaths? I do not mean to insult, but I have difficulty reconciling the notion of an honourable revolutionary who betrays his word."

Cemal took a small sip of rakı. "I take my oaths seriously, but I made my vow to the Empire, not to the Sultan. I joined the Young Turk movement because I believe that its reforms -- secularisation, modernisation, and the restoration of the constitution -- are what is best for the peoples of the Empire."

"Well put," Aldora said. "Bravo."

"And you, Miss Fiske?" Cemal said. "Tell me of yourself."

"She is a Fiske," Brugmann didn't look up as he dipped a wedge of bread into chickpea mash. "What else is there to know?"

Aldora coloured.

"I am afraid I don't get your meaning," Cemal said.

"She comes from a very old and aristocratic family," Mme. Viviani said. "One of the few old houses that have managed to retain its wealth as well as its social standing."

"I must admit that the invitations were sent out to influential Europeans by Committee members better versed in Europe's great families than I," Cemal said, "but I am glad that you were able to join us."

Aldora bowed her head slightly. "My father, regretfully, was unable to make the trip, and sent me in his stead." That was a lie. 

The invitation had never come to the attention of her father. It had been mistakenly delivered to her town-house rather than the family country estate, and she had seized upon the opportunity to take a trip to Asia before her wedding of necessity. 

"This is an excellent cheese," Comte Montagni said. "Feta?"

"Beyaz peynir," Safiyya said. "Very similar, but this is a native Turkish curd."

"I quite enjoy the music," Mme. Viviani said, turning to regard the musicians, one seated with a narrow trapezoidal zither, the other plucking a long-necked lute, playing a constant soft accompaniment. "It's very non-intrusive."

"It's an improvisational fusil," Cemal said.

"Improvisational?" Herbert said. "I suppose after paying for the feast laid out before us, you couldn't afford anything better."

"I don't get your meaning."

Brugmann snorted. "American improvisational music is entertainment for the working class. How quickly Herr Herbert forgets that Beethoven and Mozart were fond of extemporaneous compositions. You have heard of Beethoven, Mr. Herbert?"

The American stammered until Mme. Viviani interrupted him. "You speak as if you find an inferiority in the people."

"Inferiority? No. Let's call it a commonality."

"Don't underestimate the significance of the workers," Aldora said.

"You needn't lecture me," Brugmann said. "Even in Germany our Sozialdemokratische Partei radicals are quickly becoming a majority party. Be glad, Miss Fiske, that your own land's unions are more moderate."

"I'm afraid labour politics are not my forte," Aldora said.

"A dangerous ignorance, if you were a man," Brugmann said. "But I suppose that is a luxury afforded gentlewomen."

"Your chauvinism is out of place here," Safiyya said. "The Ottoman Empire has quickly become a shining beacon of equality for women in the modern world."

"A proud boast for a land where the women must go veiled in public."

Safiyya pointed towards her face. "Do you see a veil, Mr. Brugmann?"

"What about... about harems?" Herbert said. "I'd heard that slavery for women was still common here."

She raised her fists to her shoulders. "Do you see shackles on my wrists? I was a slave in Macedonia for over half my life, even though the Sultan had declared it yasadışı. It was only when Cemal Bey and the Young Turks forced their reforms that I could walk free. Only after the coup could I attend university."

"Is it common for women here to seek higher education?" Aldora asked.

"The day the Young Turks mandated the colleges accept women the lines of those yearning to educate themselves stretched all along the İstiklâl Caddesi as far as the eye could see. Women in the empire are becoming physicians, engineers, statesmen."

"A female engineer?" Brugmann said.

"The place of women in the Empire is stronger than anywhere in the world," Safiyya said. "I am proud to be a free woman of the Ottoman Empire."

"Amazing," Mme. Viviani said.

"Quite." Aldora eyed the woman speculatively, a thousand questions on her lips.

"I do appreciate that even with our differences you have all made an effort to remain civil," Cemal said. "As a sign of my gratitude I would like to invite you all out for some entertainment on the morrow. We will set out for the hamam -- a public bath -- in the morning, take in some local theatre, and then finish up the evening with dinner at a Roma coffee house."

"I do enjoy a good steam," Herbert said.

"My husband and I trust you will understand if we do not attend?" Mme. Viviani said. "We have business at the embassy."

"Unfortunate but understandable," Cemal said, bowing slightly. "Please tell me you at least will attend, Miss Fiske?"

The Englishwoman glanced reluctantly across the banquet room towards the table where her ward was dining with some of the less-important guests. Penny was idly picking at her food, chin propped up by an elbow on the table. "I would love to, but I promised my ward an outing into Stamboul..."

"The bathhouse is in Stamboul," Cemal said. "You and your ward can perhaps accompany us, and see to your outing afterwards?"

Aldora brightened. "In that case we would love to attend, Cemal Bey."

"Excellent!" Cemal spread his arms wide, as if to embrace the room. "Let me show you all the Constantinople that the Committee for Union and Progress has built. Take your experiences as a gift back to your people, and tell them that Europe's "Sick Old Man" has been revitalised with young blood!"

 

***

 

Penny had been petulantly disappointed with the delay in going to see her friend Kalil at first, initially refusing to disrobe for the bath, then refusing to stop pouting and leave the steam room, then stomping around the perimeters of the warm bath room in the wooden sandals the girls were given. When it became clear that nobody was paying much attention to her, she apparently forgot not to enjoy herself, and began drifting between the hot and cold pools, spending time immersed in both.

"I find it almost impossible to imagine living in a world where women are afforded the freedoms you say they have."

Aldora's eyes were half-lidded as she relaxed in the heat of the Turkish bath. She lay, nude, across a broad flat stone in the middle of a hot pool of water, one of the girl masseuses giving her a light massage, small fingers wrapped in rough gloves that exfoliated her skin even as they penetrated into the long lean muscles of her back. The steam-filled chamber was half-lit by stained-glass windows set into its dome.

Safiyya laughed. "If you had told me just a few years ago that this is the way things were to be, I would not have believed it either."

Penny clopped back in from the cool chamber, drinking a spiced yogurt dessert.

"How did you get those scars?" she asked, pausing to stare openly at the female valet.

"Penelope!" Aldora gasped, half-rising from the stone's warmth, shocked into action by the girl's tactlessness.

"I do not mind her asking," Safiyya said. "The pain of my past is not something that shames me. Each mark is a reminder... of how far I have come, and of the good that Cemal Bey and the Committee have done for woman in the Empire."

She turned her back to the Englishwoman and her ward, allowing the woven cotton towel to slip from her shoulders to drape above her hips. Her back's chocolate-dark skin was marred with a series of old scars, raised and slightly lighter than her flesh, thin lines criss-crossing her back up to her shoulders. She pivoted, and Aldora saw that the scars crossed over her ribs along to her front, almost to her breast-bone. Similar scars crossed the tops of her thighs.

Her quiet words echoed loudly in the bath chamber. "I was taken from the Sudan as a child, when the Egyptian Army came to root out the remnants of the Mahdist rebels. They tore through our village, taking what they pleased, killing the men who didn't give them the answers they chose. They shot my father and took my mother, my sisters, and myself, and many of the other girls from the village."

"Why did they take you?" Penny asked.

"Slavery had been outlawed in the Empire the year I was born, but under Abdülhamid the ban was not much enforced in the outskirts of the Empire."

"You were a slave?"

"I remember a long march to the sea. I remember listening to the cries of the older women at night when the soldiers would... beat them... and worry if I was to be next. I remember a cramped boat that took me to a city --  İskenderiye, perhaps, or Suwais. A loathsome Macedonian merchant bought me and took me to his villa. He was an evil man, a cruel man, who took delight in harsh punishments for the smallest of slights."

"I'm so sorry for your pain," Aldora said.

"It is my pain that has made me strong," Safiyya said. "I survived. And when I was sixteen, I was rescued -- saved by Cemal Bey. He killed the man who had been my tormentor, took me into his household, brought physicians to heal me. I owe him more than my freedom -- I owe him my life."

"What an amazing story," Penny said.

"I am a learned woman, but for the time being I serve Cemal. Not because I am his, not because he owns me, not because I am woman and he man, but because I owe him a debt. It is not a debt I can ever repay, perhaps, but it is my choice to shoulder such obligation. In that, perhaps for the first time in my life, I have freedom."

The scars, Aldora decided, did not mar the dark woman's otherwise flawless skin. They were a sign of strength, a testament to what Safiyya could endure. She had little doubt that the woman's story was more traumatic and awful than the sanitised version she had told in front of Penny. To live as long as she had without hope of rescue, subjected to what amounted to torture and abuse... she could not say how she herself would fare under such treatment, or if she would not have simply taken her own life.

"You say you are educated?" Aldora said.

"I joined Cemal's household while he was an officer in Macedonia," Safiyya said, slipping her towel back over her shoulders, turning to dangle her powerful lean legs in the hot water. "I served him as yaver -- what the English military would call a batman -- even though I was not a soldier, and he taught me to read and write. After the revolution, and the colleges were made to admit women, Cemal Bey enrolled me in the law program at İstanbul Darülfünûnu."

"Law.  Are you a solicitor?"

"I am trained in the law, and I volunteer to campaign for the rights of women in the Empire, but for now my chosen occupation is to serve Cemal Bey."

"Women seem to have so much more freedom here," Aldora said. "The transformation is amazing. I have to admit a degree of envy."

"If you're envious, then I'm doing my job as advocate well." Safiyya smiled.

Aldora chuckled, then sat up on the stone. "Where's Penny?"

"Your ward?" Safiyya turned to the bath attendant. "Küçük kız nereye gitti?"

"Çocuk sıcak bir odaya gitti," the woman said.

"She's gone on to the next bath chamber."

Aldora sighed in frustration. "She's so impatient to go and see her friend."

"Let's go and fetch her," Safiyya said. "I will wait for the men in the coffee house, and you two can go meet this friend. I will pass your regards on to Cemal."

Aldora's felt her face colour. "Thank you, Safiyya."

The valet leaned forward conspiratorially. "He's rather fond of you, you know. I can tell."

"Well, I..." Aldora stammered. "I shall go and fetch Penelope, and we will meet you in the coffee house before we go."

Safiyya's mirthful laughter followed her as she slipped on her wooden sandals, grabbed her woven cotton towel, and quickly but stiffly walked from the room.

 

***

 

A long corridor led Aldora to the next chamber. Cemal Bey had reserved the baths for the early part of the day, and while he, Herr Brugmann, the Comte, and Mr. Herbert enjoyed the men's facilities, Aldora, Safiyya, and Penny had the women's half to themselves. Other than the attendant she'd left in the hot room with the valet she had not seen any staff; they must have been given the day off.

The facility's layout was similar to the Turkish baths popular in London. The first room had been dry but very hot, allowing a patron to steam themselves into a fine sweat. The second room, where she had left Safiyya, was serviced by warm water, where the bathers could cleanse themselves and relax. The third chamber was fed by a cool running stream, and had within it a number of small private relaxation nooks. She didn't see her ward upon entering.

"Penelope?" Aldora called, passing from alcove to alcove. 

The cool room -- frigidarium to the Romans, lord knew what the Turks called it -- was the last stop before leaving, and the girls' clothing had been left -- cleaned and neatly folded -- in the niches. She found her own garments quickly enough, noted Safiyya's in the next niche, but Penny's were nowhere to be found.

Had the girl dressed and run off? Should she, Aldora, go after her, not knowing the city, or where this Kalil lived? Penny's father had let his daughter run freely through the great cities of Europe, but Aldora didn't feel comfortable not knowing where her adopted daughter was. Still, if Penny could take care of herself -- and Aldora had no reason to believe otherwise -- that left her free to stay with Cemal for coffee and the theatre afterwards...

Aldora's ruminations were interrupted when strong hands grabbed her from behind, heavy masculine arms wrapping around her torso, a solid forearm across her neck and one across her ribs. She was yanked back, off of her feet, only able to give the tiniest of yelps before the pressure at her throat cut the air from her lungs.

She struck back almost instinctively with her elbow, but her attacker was arched away, maintaining his grip while keeping himself out of range. She stamped back with the heel of her sandalled foot towards where she imagined his instep to be, but only managed to chip the bathhouse tiles.

Her vision began to grey out at the edges and the man pulled back on her neck again, almost bending her over backwards. She used that momentum to kick herself up and out of her sandals, feet scrabbling for purchase on the bathhouse wall, and launching herself into an almost vertical lift above her attacker. The sudden movement unbalanced him and sent him stumbling back into the cool water of the chamber's pool, letting go of the Englishwoman as he hit its surface.

Aldora pushed away from his body and turned to face the man who had grabbed her. He was a Turk; dressed in dark clothing, a curved dagger at his sash, floating motionless in the water.  His head lay upon the edge of the pool where he'd fallen, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle where he'd landed on the edge. The assassin -- if assassin he was -- was dead.

Sudden fear for her ward's safety filled Aldora's mind. She pulled the dagger from the dead man's sash, climbed out of the pool, and ran back down the corridor to the warm room, bare feet slapping on the stone tile floor.

The warm room was empty, devoid of Safiyya or the bath attendant, so Aldora continued through it towards the steam room. There, she could see two figures partially concealed by the steam. The smaller one was undoubtedly the Sudanese woman, but the other figure -- bulky, dressed in dark clothing, but with pale skin -- was another assassin, and it looked as though he was creeping up on her friend.

Aldora's tread shifted to the balls of her feet, minimising the sound of her pace. 

She practically flew into the hot steam room, launching herself at the assassin and driving her knee into the man's spine at the small of his back. 

He buckled with a whining gasp. She grabbed the back of his head below the nape of the turban that he wore, using the force of her impact to drive the man crashing to the floor. 

Safiyya whirled and gave a surprised cry at the sight of the unexpected melee.

The man rolled to the side, trying to throw Aldora off of his back as he drew his dagger. The Englishwoman was quicker and drew her own blade's curved edge across his throat, slicing open his trachea and ending his life with a helpless gurgle.

Safiyya stared down at the dead man with a mixture of horror and confusion on her face.

"Assassins!" Aldora said. "Another attacked me in the cool room."

Safiyya continued staring at her in shock for a moment before understanding broke over her face. "We must alert Cemal Bey!"

"Penny is missing," Aldora said. "We have to find her."

Safiyya ran towards the cold room, followed swiftly by her companion. "She may have escaped... you said yourself she was trying to sneak out. Running off after her into the city will only expose you to what killers remain."

Every instinct urged Aldora to go looking for her adoptive daughter, but the Sudanese woman was right. Cemal's resources were extensive, he knew the city, and he might have insight into who had tried to have her killed.

A stray thought almost stopped her cold, causing her to stumble. She had assumed the assassins were targeting her. It seemed she had the nasty habit of making enemies of dangerous men -- but she'd been in the country for less than twenty-four hours, and hadn't given anyone cause to attack her. The fact that Safiyya had been attacked as well indicated that whatever was going on might not be about her. 

She realised that, for once, she had no idea what was going on. 

 

***

 

"What in blazes is going on?" the British ambassador asked.

"I wish I could tell you, Sir Lowther," Aldora said.

"The facts of the matter are quite plain," Cemal said, resting a bandaged hand on top of the conference table. His gaze passed from the Sir Lowther to the German, American, and French ambassadors, each of whom had gathered in the British embassy's conference room, along with the Bey, his guard captain Uğur, and Aldora.

"A gang of armed thugs covertly entered the hamam, bribing the staff to depart, and forcibly abducted Mr. Brugmann, Comte Montagni and Mr. Herbert, and attempted to abduct Ms. Fiske. They attempted to kill myself and my valet."

"I am unsurprised Ms. Fiske managed to fight them off," Sir Lowther said. "Formidable woman that she is."

Aldora managed not to grimace at the man, her face stone. She had little love for the overbearing knight.

"This is unacceptable," Von Bieberstein, the German Ambassador, said. "What are you doing to recover Herr Brugmann?"

Captain Uğur shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He was a large man -- not fat, simply big, tall and broad. The elegantly carved wooden chair he sat in was insufficient to accommodate the width of his hips, and from the ginger way he shifted she believed that he feared a collapse at any moment.

"My valet is working with the police to find out whatever we can about these kidnappers," Cemal said. "I can assure you that the Committee of Union and Progress is making this a matter of highest priority."

"Do you believe Minister Viviani and his wife are to be targeted as well?" the French ambassador Bompard asked. Of those present, he was the eldest, his neatly trimmed beard and moustache a pure white. "They never arrived for their appointment."

"We fear so," Uğur said, his voice a low rumble, his English imprecise. "Men out looking for them, but for now we think they taken."

"So a coordinated attack?" American ambassador Rockhill asked. "What is it these assassins are after?"

"That has yet to be determined," Cemal said. "But rest assured, I will personally be investigating the matter."

Von Bieberstein folded his hands. "And you may 'rest assured', Cemal Bey, that the German Empire does not look kindly upon states that cannot guarantee the safety of its citizens."

"Nor does France," Bompard said. "Viviani is a government minister, for the love of God. I cannot guarantee that the Republic can leave this matter in the hands of the Ottoman Empire."

"I understand your positions," Cemal said, "and the Empire is grateful for any assistance the powers of Europe care to render. But understand, this is a matter of honour. It is only two years since the Committee took control, and foreign intervention would be seen by the monarchists as a sign of weakness, of letting Europe dictate Imperial policy. I trust I am not being too bold in saying that none of us -- not the Young Turks, not your nations -- want an Ottoman return to dictatorship."

"I understand the political implications," Bompard said, "But the decision is not mine to make."

"If France intervenes, so shall Germany." Von Bieberstein made a fist.

"I am not asking for a promise of non-intervention," Cemal said. "All I am asking for is time to uncover the conspiracy which has taken your citizens. Time to rescue them. Let us view this as an opportunity to forge stronger bonds between our peoples."

"I can support that," Rockhill said.

Ambassador Bompard drummed his fingers on the table. "I will do what I can to afford you the time you require."

"Such is all I ask."

"But you must keep the French embassy informed."

"Of course."

"And the German embassy," Von Bieberstein said.

"I will keep you all abreast of the progress of our investigation," Cemal said.

"Then Germany is satisfied," Von Bieberstein said. "For the time being."

Sir Lowther turned towards Aldora. "Oh, Miss Fiske. I am sorry you were exposed to this nasty business. I can arrange passage back to London immediately."

"I have no plans to leave Constantinople, Sir."

"I am afraid I must insist. Whatever the villain's nefarious plan is, the United Kingdom has been fortunate to have had its citizen escape it. Should you remain, the scoundrels will surely attempt to capture you again."

"I simply cannot depart, Sir Lowther. My ward is still out in the city, either on her own or captured by these men. I simply could not live with not doing all I could to recover her safely."

"This is highly irregular, Miss Fiske. It would be remiss of me to allow you to continue to endanger yourself."

"It is an irregular situation, and I am afraid I simply must insist." Aldora's tone remained as steady as her gaze, locked on to the Ambassador in a way which made it clear she would brook no argument.

The ambassador reddened, caught between two unacceptable choices.

Cemal held up a hand. "I may have a solution, Ambassador. What if Miss Fiske were to remain as a guest of my household, assisting in the investigation of this matter while continuing to search for her ward?"

"I would find it acceptable," Aldora said.

"I don't believe it entirely proper," Sir Lowther said. "Unmarried men and women should not cohabit, even in the short term. And Miss Fiske is a civilian--"

"A resourceful civilian, and one of the few witnesses to the kidnapper's assault," Cemal said.

"I am in favour of this course," Von Bieberstein said. "The conspirators may launch another attempt to take her and draw England into their plan."

"Are you seriously suggesting Miss Fiske be exposed to lure the villains into making another attempt at her capture?" Sir Lowther asked.

"She has not displayed any lack of bravery."

"She is a woman!"

"I'm willing to take the risk." Aldora shot a dirty look towards Sir Lowther. "Though I appreciate your concern."

"Unacceptable," the knight ground his teeth. "Your father shall hear of this."

Aldora's eyes narrowed.

He turned towards Cemal. "Surely, sir, you cannot permit the gentlewoman to put herself in harm's way?"

"I have found Miss Fiske to be a singularly capable woman," Cemal said. "In the new Ottoman Empire, women are trusted to make choices for themselves. She is an adult, and I will not -- cannot -- treat her like a child. If she so wishes to remain and seek her ward, then I will do whatever is within my power to ensure her safety while she does so. Not because she is a woman, but because she is a guest -- of my country, and of my household."

Aldora had slowly turned to regard the Turk as he spoke, her face colouring slightly. While others had displayed confidence in her capabilities in the past, none had advocated for her quite so publicly. The reputation she held as a force to be reckoned with in London was unofficial, usually cushioned in the socially mandated hemming and hawing about her womanhood.

Cemal praised her, not as an exceptional woman, but as an exceptional person. That mattered most of all.

"I cannot argue the point with you, and I certainly cannot with her," Sir Lowther said. "She is the daughter of a very important gentleman -- if you insist she stay over my objections, then I have no choice than to warn you that should she come to harm that the United Kingdom will not stand aside and give you the latitude of investigating."

"I understand, Sir Lowther."

"What you do not understand, my friend, is the lengths her father would go to should anything happen to her. My response will be through official channels. His will not."

Cemal glanced at the woman next to him and Aldora found she could not meet his gaze. "So be it, Ambassador."

 

***

 

Aldora and Cemal returned to the carriage awaiting them, the footman opening the door as they approached. 

"I cannot abide that man." Aldora climbed into the carriage.

"Sir Lowther?" Cemal sat opposite her. "He is somewhat abrasive."

"I have known him for years," Aldora said. "Beginning when he served as Ambassador to Budapest and Tangier. I could not stand him then, and I cannot stand him now."

"Some in the Committee would share your view. The texts he's been publishing have been stirring up anti-Semitic sentiment among the Arab population."

"He's an instigator. Be careful, Cemal, or you will have the United Kingdom interfering in your business."

"If he will involve himself, he will. There's nothing I can do about it."

Aldora turned from the window as the carriage started moving. "Thank you for believing in me."

The Turkish gentleman clasped her hand in his own, and she felt her breath catch in her throat. "You should not thank me for having faith in you, Miss Fiske. You should trust that I respect you enough to acknowledge your capabilities."

"Cemal--" Aldora once again found speech difficult. "I cannot convey how much your faith means to me."

"Respect, real respect, should be so common in your life that it passes by unnoticed. I find it almost criminal the men of Europe do not recognise true strength. I meant it when I said that I would protect you, Miss Fiske, but not because I think you are in need of protection."

Her head swam. "Please. Call me Aldora."

 

***

 

Safiyya greeted the carriage when they arrived.

"The slain men carried no identification with them." She helped Aldora step down from the carriage, and then Cemal. "And the hamam's servants insist they were given no names. Police are circulating sketches of the dead men to try and find someone who recognises them."

"There is not much more to be done at the moment," Cemal said. "Safiyya, I want you to take Miss Fiske into Stamboul to look for her ward and this Kalil."

"I'm afraid all I really know of the boy is his name," Aldora said.

"No matter," Cemal said. "A young English girl on her own in Stamboul will not go unnoticed."

"Penelope does have a way of sticking out. Thank you, Cemal Bey."

"I will have a room made up for your return," Cemal said. "My private security is made up of men I with whom I served in the navy. They can be trusted."

"I feel safer already."

Cemal smiled. "Good luck with your search. Be safe, Aldora."

"I will. Thank you, Cemal."

The Turkish officer turned and strode into his palace, leaving the two women by the carriage.

Safiyya turned slowly to the English woman and grinned broadly. "You are utterly smitten."

"What? I am not!"

"No, you are. I do not intend to press a vein, but it is clear -- the way you look at him, the way you speak. You are absolutely enamoured of Cemal."

Aldora's stomach dropped. "You don't hate me, do you? I know he's special to you."

Safiyya laid a hand on the Englishwoman's arm. "You overestimate our relationship. We are not lovers. We are friends of the soul. He saved me -- gave me a life I never imagined I'd be able to live. He has my loyalty and my respect, but we are far too different for romance. Do not think I do not love Cemal. I do. But I love him as if he were an older brother."

Aldora nodded.

"You should be free to pursue a relationship with him. From what I have seen, you fit length to length, temperament to temperament. An exceptional match! And I know he likes you, too."

"The way I feel about Cemal... I haven't felt about anyone in a long time. But in a life here I would be giving up much... I don't know if I can turn my back on England. On my obligations."

Safiyya opened the carriage door. "It sounds to me like you're making more complications than there are. Cemal Bey changed my life for the better. I am sure if you gave him a chance he would do the same for you."

Aldora climbed in after her. She had a lot to think about.

 

***

 

Aldora and Safiyya spent hours fruitlessly searching the streets of Stamboul, looking for rumours of a young English girl with fire-red hair. None claimed to have seen her, and the few young boys named Kalil they ran across didn't know any Pennys, either. Aldora found herself moving through the foreign streets with a sense of heightened awareness, alert for any rough-looking men in dark outfits, on the look-out for potential ambushes. She knew another attack was imminent. She just didn't know when.

As the sky darkened the girls had little recourse but to return to Cemal's palace. Aldora tried to console herself with the notion that Penelope was a resourceful girl, used to spending weeks at a time alone in foreign cities, and well-acquainted with Constantinople. The girl would probably evade notice and pursuit better than Aldora herself would have been able to were their situations reversed.

Safiyya claimed a sudden but fierce headache upon returning, leaving Aldora to supper alone with Cemal. She did not complain.

With just the two of them dining, Cemal arranged for a smaller table to be brought out between them. A large loaf of round braided bread, sweet and rich to the palate, sat as centrepiece, and Aldora found herself served a plate of shredded lamb topped with tomato, cucumber, onion and a savoury white sauce. Thick frothy yogurt drinks were served in large glass mugs.

"No rakı?" She smiled demurely.

"If you'd rather--"

"No, I don't mind. The rakı was a bit strong for me. I'm afraid I'm not much a drinker."

"There's a reason it's called lion's milk." He reclined on his pillows, leg bent, arm propping up his head.

"Is it? That's very funny."

He gestured towards her mug with his own. "This is aryan. It's quite good."

Aldora took a sip, then nodded. "Very tasty."

"Some make the claim that it dates all the way back to ancient Persia."

Aldora nodded, her eyes flickering to the door, to the window, to her hands.

"You're worried about your ward," Cemal said. "Forgive the inanity of my small talk."

"No, no. It helps. Distracts me. I'm not very used to... to doing nothing when something needs to be done."

"You're a strong woman, Miss Fiske."

"Please, call me Aldora."

Cemal chuckled. "I will try to remember. The Ambassador made such a fuss over your family name. The Fiskes."

"The Fiskes. Yes. A name that follows wherever I go."

"You do not get along with your father, I take it?"

"We're very different people," Aldora said. It wasn't a matter she liked to dwell upon, let alone speak of.

"As I was with my own father, a prominent mullah. We did not always see eye to eye. While tolerant of failings in others, he was always strict with me. I do suppose he is to thank for the opportunity to join the Young Turks -- he was a Young Ottoman back in his own prime, and it was that connection that led the Turks to seek out my aid in the Rebellion."

"That was fortunate."

"I owe him much that I wish I did not."

Aldora picked at her plate. "My father. Lucian Calvin Fiske. Scion of one of the oldest noble houses in England. A popular saying goes that all you need to know of English gentry you can see in the eyes of a Fiske, and in a sense it's true. Father used to say we were what the other families aspired to be. I was raised to be the ideal others fell short of."

"That must have been a heavy burden to bear."

"Perhaps?" Aldora looked towards the balcony. "I knew no other way, growing up. Regiment. Discipline. The tyranny of tea-time. My brother used to say that if you cut a Fiske, we bleed Union Jack. We are not English, we are the English."

She trailed off. "He's dead now."

"Your brother?"

"I killed him." She rose and stepped away from the table, towards the balcony overlooking Constantinople's bay.

Cemal did not respond, just watching her move through the shadows.

"I killed my brother, the only one in my family whom I truly loved. We were all one another had, you understand, in the days of our youth. We had that bond, growing up Fiske. Raised to love queen and country, but most of all family, and he saw through it all long before I ever did. He saw the dark spots in our family portraits, the ones behind our parents' eyes. Even after they sent him away, after he went to study in Paris, we kept in touch. His correspondence allowed me to go on with the masquerade of being a gentlewoman while at home. And then I killed him."

Cemal rose, crossing the dining room to join her near the balcony. "Why?" 

"Because he was sick," Aldora said. "Suffering an illness of the spirit. At first I thought it something he'd picked up in Paris, a disease of the mind. I won't lie, it's what I wanted to believe, somehow my poor sweet brother Grayson had been seduced by criminal anarchists into their twisted philosophies. After his death I realised he had let himself become cruel and callous because of our family, because of our parents."

"You speak of it like a mercy killing." Cemal's voice was gentle, his tone soft.

"Mercy, in a way, but pity wasn't why I had to kill him. He hurt many people. I... as much as I loved my brother, as a Fiske I have a responsibility, a noblesse oblige, burned into my soul. In killing Grayson I would suffer, but it was what was Right. What must have been done for the greater good of the English people."

"I understand, perhaps more than you know," Cemal said. "I betrayed my military vows when I joined the Young Turks in their coup, but I did what I thought best for the Turkish people. And for all the peoples of the Empire."

"My fiancé said he understood. Does it shock you? To hear I am an engaged woman? Carrying on with you as I do?"

"No."

"He claimed to understand, but I don't think he could. He's never had to make that sort of choice. I think, though... I think you understand."

Cemal stood close behind Aldora, his arms wrapping around her front, his hot breath on the back of her neck. "I do."

She leaned back into him, into his embrace, into his body. It would be so easy to let go, to forget about her life in England, about her family, about Alton, about the responsibilities of being an Englishwoman. The need to lose herself in Cemal's arms, to lose herself in Constantinople, to give herself up to a man who saw her as a person first and a woman second, to a culture poised on the cusp of recognising the universal rights to which women were due... if only she could forget what it meant to be a Fiske.

To be a Fiske meant to do right, even at the cost of your own happiness, simply because it was the more difficult path. 

Maybe she'd had enough of it.

She felt Cemal pull away, and he took a piece of her soul with him, replacing it with longing.

"You've had a trying day, Aldora. Tomorrow we rise at dawn, and I will lead a police unit into Stamboul, and we will continue our search for your ward."

She turned towards him, taking his hand in her own. "Aren't the great powers expecting you to focus on finding the kidnappers?"

"Right now your well-being is more compelling to me than their demands."

"Cemal..."

He reached up and cupped the side of her jaw in his palm. "You have a choice to make, Aldora. Perhaps the most important of your life. Of both our lives, and you will be unable to make it until you have your Penelope at your side. To me, that is more important than the anger of the European powers."

She closed her eyes, feeling a hot tear roll down her cheek. This was too much, Cemal's understanding, his touch, the way he looked at her... was all too big, too much, too fast. He was right. She needed rest. She needed a clear head.

She sniffled, opened her eyes, and nodded.

 

***

 

The guest room Cemal had provided her was sumptuous in the extreme, ornate embroidered furnishings centred around a broad canopied bed, its mattress as soft as a cloud. A shuttered balcony looked out over the Bosporus Strait, wine dark waters bisecting the city, the pilot lights of airships crossing far above. It would have been beautiful if she had not been so exhausted.

Her back hit the bed and she kept falling, sinking, descending into the warm close oblivion of sleep, too tired even to dream of olive skinned men with eyes of deep hazel.

 

***

 

Instinct dies hard and Aldora slipped out of bed before she even realized the bells had woken her. Masculine shouts of alarm came from the hall. She grabbed a translucent shawl from one of the bed-posts to wrap around her shoulders before striking out into the corridor.

A pair of guards ran past, one with a torch, the other a rifle. Aldora slipped into the hallway and followed them, shawl held close at her neck.

They lead her to a larger group of guards, some with rifles, some pistols, some torches, all talking in Turkish. Safiyya, hastily dressed in her valet's skirt and jacket, was coordinating their actions.

"What's going on?" Aldora asked.

"Someone tried to break into the palace," Safiyya said. "Go back to your room -- the halls aren't safe."

"Is it any safer in my quarters?"

"No, but I'll feel better if I know where you are," Cemal said, hastening to join the group.

"Üç -- sol koridora gidin," Safiyya said to half of the men, and then continued to the others, "Geri kalanlar mutfakta kontrol edin."

The men departed, weapons and light sources in hand.

"It must be the kidnappers, trying to abduct you from beneath my very nose." Cemal pounded his fist into his palm. 

"Perhaps you should return to the embassy," Safiyya said. "If they would strike here--"

"I will not be chased away," Aldora said. "Not without my ward, and not under anyone else's terms."

"You're far braver than most," Cemal said, fingers lightly touching her hand. "But if you are to remain, I must insist that you stay within these walls."

She turned her wrist, clasping his arm briefly. "But Penelope--"

He took her aside by the arm, speaking softly. "I insist. I can help protect you, here, while searching for the girl in the city. I cannot search for her if I have to worry about you, too."

Aldora dropped her eyes. "I don't think any place is safe."

"None will be. Not until we discover who is after you, and why. Until then... until then we must be very careful."

She nodded and reluctantly let go of his hand.

"Return to your room." Cemal said. "Get some rest."

"I'll try."

 

***

 

The next day Aldora joined Safiyya and the palace staff in the dining hall for a breakfast of fried spicy dry sausage, eggs, and sweet black tea. Cemal and several of his guards had departed in the early morning to search the old city for Penelope or signs of the kidnappers, and while Aldora couldn't understand their chatter, the attitude among the servants was one of nervous anticipation. Safiyya looked more excited than worried, though, and she kept pumping Aldora for information about her dealings with Cemal.

"A lady does not discuss such things."

"She doesn't?" Safiyya said. "What's the point of having exploits, if not to share them with your girlfriends?"

"A lady does not have exploits."

"I don't think I'd much enjoy being one of your ladies."

Aldora allowed herself a small smile. "Penelope has said the same thing, on multiple occasions."

"Your bond with your adoptive daughter is strong, isn't it?"

"I'd like to think so," Aldora said. "I'm all she has."

"Being an orphan is difficult," Safiyya said. "No matter the circumstance."

"I have always been of the opinion that the family you create for yourself is more important than the family you are born into," Aldora said.

"That's not very English."

"Truth be told, many of my attitudes are not. I've struggled against what I was raised to be and who I really am for most of my life."

"It's sounds as if you tire of leading a double life."

Aldora looked down at her plate, mopping up the grease from her eggs with a crust of bread. "I think I very much am. In London all eyes are upon me, watching for the opportunity to gossip or to put a Fiske in her place."

Safiyya made a sour face. "Gossips and wags."

"They're why I travel. The further from London I roam, the fewer expectations are placed upon me, the more... genuine I can be."

"Constantinople and Cemal are far from London, Aldora."

The Englishwoman made a face. "I, while remaining prim and proper when the eyes of society are upon me..."

"...would much rather be a free woman."

"Yes."

"Like the women, here, in Constantinople."

"...yes."

"Then is your course not clear?"

Aldora didn't respond. Safiyya had come from a truly horrible situation. It was no great tragedy to leave behind a legacy of slavery and abuse. But Aldora had had her English mindset drilled into her from a young age, raised to be a Gentlewoman, to be Fiske. The lessons she'd learnt had hooks sunk deep into her psyche, and extracting them wasn't a simple matter of picking up and moving.

No matter how badly she might want to.

 

***

 

The waiting was not easy. As beautiful and expansive as Cemal's palace was, Aldora was not used to being cooped up inside all day long. Back in London she'd scheduled her days full of the obligations that befell a woman of her stature; social calls, shopping, games of lawn tennis or croquet, rural horseback rides. Here, corridor after corridor of gilt mosaic offered no distraction from her worries about her adopted daughter, and even the expansive library held no escape, for she could read no Turkish or Arabic. With Safiyya gone to run errands in the afternoon, she found herself aimless, adrift, and feeling a little alone.

Like it was when she was a girl.

Could she do it? Leave London behind? Leave the world as she knew it, turn her back on everyone she knew, for a small chance of happiness in Cemal's arms? It wasn't the responsible thing. It wasn't the logical thing. But it was what she wanted.

Wasn't it enough?

 

***

 

Cemal hadn't returned by the time Aldora retired for the evening, and this time her dreams were troubled, fitful. Again and again she revisited the same scenarios; her lonesome upbringing in her parents' Yorkshire estate as a small girl alone in a big empty house, the social manoeuvring of the London season, striking an agreement with her fiancé.  She woke several times, tossing and turning, worried about Penny, the turmoil she felt over the choice between returning to London to marry Alton, and giving it all up to remain in Constantinople with Cemal, lay in her belly like a red hot bowl of molten disquiet.

She was awake in the early morning hours, staring through the gauze of the bed's canopy towards the ceiling, when the alarm bells rang again.

Another attempted kidnapping? So soon after the last?

Aldora lurched out of bed, grabbing her shawl, and ran out into the hall again. She could hear the sounds of conflict from elsewhere in the palace -- clashing blades, masculine Turkish curses, and the pounding of the guards' boots as they converged on the intruder's location.

Safiyya stepped out of a cross-hall and grabbed her by the shoulders as she headed towards the commotion. "Wait! It isn't safe. Let the guards handle the intruder."

She struggled in the valet's strong grip. "Let me go! He might know where Penny is!"

"After his last attempt he's almost certainly armed," Safiyya said.

"I can handle a little swordplay!" 

"I'm sure you can. But you're unarmed." Safiyya let the woman go, pulling a sabre from the wall, offering it to her hilt first.

The Englishwoman took it hesitantly. It was old, and with a sharper curve than the fencing weapons she was accustomed to, and it flared out wider in its furthest third. Still, the balance was good, and the steel seemed strong. She could handle it.

"I give you this for your protection, but Cemal's men have orders to take the intruder alive," Safiyya said. "He trusts them to keep us safe. You can trust them to do their jobs."

Somewhat mollified, Aldora nodded slightly. "Let's head in that general direction, though."

"Okay. But slowly. We don't want to get underfoot."

 

***

 

The fighting was over by the time Aldora and Safiyya arrived, and most of the guards had dispersed, save for a pair having minor scratches bandaged up. Cemal was talking to guard captain Uğur, but headed over when he saw the girls approach.

"Another intruder?" Safiyya asked.

"Yes," Cemal said. "This one we managed to take alive."

"Let me see him," Aldora took Cemal's hand. "I must know if they have Penelope."

Cemal brought her hand to his lips, brushing against her skin with the lightest of kisses. "You don't speak Turkish, my dove, and I've had my men deliver him to the French Embassy."

"To Ambassador Bompard?" Aldora asked. "But why?"

Cemal let her hand go. "The situation with the European Powers grows ever more tense. No one has heard from Minister Viviani or his wife since the initial attack, and Bompard has had little luck in persuading his government to let us handle matters. If the French intervene, the Germans will not be far behind."

"Is military intervention a possibility?"

"It is seeming more and more likely. I'm doing what I can to forestall it, but it is only a matter of time before the kidnappers make their demands."

"What could they possibly want?" Aldora asked.

"Concessions, possibly," Safiyya said. "Many in the empire are tired of European interference in the Balkans. They circle like vultures over the provinces they covet to expand their own colonial holdings."

"The great powers of Europe would never let a conspiracy of kidnappers dictate their foreign policy," Aldora said.

"Small concessions can have large effects down the road," Safiyya said. "But who can say what the kidnappers believe?"

"It's late," Cemal said. "I've a long day of placating the French tomorrow, and I'd rather be present for the interrogation."

"May I attend as well?"

Cemal and Safiyya exchanged a glance.

"It would be safer if you stayed within the palace," Cemal said. "At least for now."

"I can handle--"

"I am well aware that you can handle yourself, brave one, but I cannot handle the thought of you endangering yourself needlessly," Cemal held Aldora by the forearms. "I need my wits about me when I deal with Bompard tomorrow. Please, stay in the palace."

"Very well," Aldora leaned against Cemal, her cheek against his chest. "But tell me everything he says upon your return."

"That I shall. Now go to bed."

"Yes, darling."

 

***

 

The next day found Aldora confined to her room. 

Uğur, assigned to guard her door, was apologetic with what little English he spoke. "Many sorries. Cemal Bey say much intruders in palace. Keep Khanum safe in room."

"This is intolerable!" Aldora slapped the frame of the door. "I demand you let me out at once."

"Üzgünüm. Sorry. Sorry."

"Then I demand you fetch Safiyya immediately!"

His brow furrowed, and he spoke with hesitance. "Birçok affeder, many pardons, but uşak Safiyya is with the Bey."

Aldora slammed the door in the big man's face, fuming that Cemal would restrict her in such a fashion. It wasn't Uğur's fault, the guard was simply obeying his master, but she was not content to be locked away like some mewling child. That was one thing that Cemal would have to learn if she were to stay in Constantinople with him: Aldora Fiske was no helpless girl to be coddled and protected. She dressed hurriedly, angrily.

She marched over past her bed and threw open the shutters to the balcony and peered over the edge. It was a sheer drop down a jagged cliff to sharp rocks and the Bosporus below -- there was no way she could scale it, and even if she did she'd only end up in the strait's cold waters. She tilted her head, looking upwards, and saw that strong ivy wove up a trellis along the wall to the balcony above. She tied her boots' together by the laces and slung them around her neck, her bare toes having better purchase for climbing. Without further hesitation she pulled herself over and on to the trellis.

Inch by inch she ascended, the wooden lattice groaning under her slight weight, careful not to put too much pressure on any parts not supported by strong ivy, careful not to risk dizziness by looking into the churning waters below. In mere minutes she had reached the upper balcony, climbed over it, and discovered herself to be in what looked like a study. Row upon row of books filled shelves lining the walls alongside scroll-racks. A heavy smell of incense filled the air, faint smoke wafting from an extinguished stick sitting atop a writing desk near the door. 

Aldora quickly donned her boots, then crept over to the door, only to find it secured by a large and antique looking ward lock. 

She headed over to the desk, in search of a key. The drawers proved full of paper, ink stones, and calligraphy nibs, but her eyes were drawn to the letter secured by callipers on top of the desk. To her surprise, it was written in English.

 

Dear Gentlemen,

It is with great regret that I must inform you that my investigations have turned up evidence that the driving force behind the kidnapping of your countrymen is none other than a faction within my own Committee of Union and Progress. Misguided elements which no doubt seek to gain leverage over your activities within the Ottoman sphere have no doubt taken it upon themselves to hold your citizens for ransom. These tactics are not the agenda of the Young Turk movement, and we officially disavow such underhanded tactics.

I, Cemal Yavuzade Bey, offer both my sincere apologies and renew my dedication to ferreting out the subversive elements within the Committee for the good of Europe and Ottoman alike. The CUP cannot deny culpability in letting these rogue elements sully our good name, and it is vital for a young government to regain the good-will of its neighbours. On behalf of the Committee, I declare my willingness to consider any concessions you required in exchange for your continued good will, and only ask in return that, when the factions within the Ottoman government vie for control in the wake of this scandal, you remember it was Cemal Yavuzade Bey who displayed such willingness to work with foreign interests.

 

Your humble servant,

Cemal Bey

 

Aldora read the letter twice over, trying to glean its meaning. The obsequious tone didn't sound like the confident Cemal she knew... and a Young Turk faction was behind the kidnappings? He hadn't mentioned anything like this to her, and judging from the dryness of the ink it had to have been written at least a day prior. 

This talk of concessions -- it seemed to fly in the face of Safiyya's own views of appeasement. Was this some baroque political manoeuvring on Cemal's part, or did he actually intend to surrender to the European powers the provinces they hungered for?

The only way she'd find the truth would be to ask him. Aldora carefully removed the note from his writing desk and slipped it into her breast pocket, before returning to the window.

Gingerly she climbed back down to her own balcony, then opened the hall door a crack.

Uğur regarded her sternly.

"Can I have something to eat?" she asked. "Some breakfast?"

"Oh," he grinned pleasantly. "Yes. I have something sent?"

"Can't you just escort me to the kitchens?"

"No no. Is danger. Prisoner in zindan but still danger of more." He turned to go. "You wait. I get platter for breaks-fast."

She reached out and tugged on his sleeve. "Hold on. What did you say? Prisoner? Zindin?"

"Zindan. It being... place for criminal? Down below? Under palace?"

"Do you mean a dungeon?" Aldora asked. "The intruder from last night is here? In the palace?"

Uğur nodded. "Yes. But no worry. Is lock up in zindan. No troubles."

The guard ambled off toward the kitchens, leaving Aldora alone with her thoughts. Cemal had outright lied to her, had told her the intruder had been delivered to the French embassy. Why? To protect her? To make her feel safe? She would have been but slightly offended at his duplicity, but in the light of the letter she'd taken from his study -- what did it all mean? There were too many missing pieces of the puzzle for her to glean a complete picture, but what she could make out did not paint Cemal in the best light.

What did she really know about him anyway?

Here she was, ready to throw her old life away, and why? Because of a few smoldering glances? A kind word? A handsome face? She was no blushing schoolgirl, ignorant of men and romance. She'd had lovers, more than proper to admit. She'd seen the world, seen other cultures beyond the confines of the city. A love-sick child was not who she was.

It was the promise of freedom which had called to her. While she appreciated Cemal's attention, Safiyya's words were what had seduced her. The story she told of an empire where women were free to marry or live single, one where they could raise children or have a career. She'd spent her life subverting the restrictions the English Way had placed upon her because of the fact that she had happened to have been born an upper class gentlewoman. The idea that, here, in Constantinople, she might not have to pretend was intensely alluring.

Answers. She needed answers. Cemal would return later, but she didn't have to wait until then.

 

***

 

Aldora stole off down the corridor opposite the way Uğur had gone, the sabre Safiyya had given her held in a reverse grip parallel to her arm. She'd been confined to the palace long enough to learn its corridors, and darted from shadow to shadow like a ghost, avoiding the gaze of guards and servants alike. A short jaunt took her to the palace's ground floor, and it didn't take much longer for her to find stairs heading into the depths below the palace.

Unlike the sumptuously appointed above-ground, the stairs leading to the zindan were starkly functional, with rough cut stone, slick with groundwater from the nearby strait. Aldora's footsteps echoed back up to her with every step, and an earthy musty smell filled her nostrils.

The basement was practically medieval in appearance, straw on the floor absorbing most of the salt-water that the walls were sweating. Two pitch torches provided illumination in the long corridor running to the back of the palace, and she counted six cells on each side.

She walked between them, peering into their empty chambers through bars in the heavy wooden doors. They had little appointment, being closer to oubliettes for the forgotten than any humane cell. It disturbed her that her Cemal should have such a thing in his cellar.

The last cell was occupied by a man bound with thick leather straps to a sturdy wooden chair, his head bowed, his chest and feet bare. He looked up blearily as she opened the door to his cell, and Aldora all but recoiled at the sight of the man's face -- bruised and beaten, almost unrecognisingly bloodied. His chest, too, showed the signs of torture, large darkening bruises and deeper red lash-marks. Aldora had killed men before, had beaten them in physical combat, but the sight of someone who had been abused, helpless, still managed to turn her stomach. 

Barbaric.

"You poor wretch." She had intended to question him -- harshly -- but seeing what had been done to him just left her with a sense of unnerved pity. Was this the handiwork of the man she'd been enamoured of?

Moved by pity, she pulled over the cell's bucket of water and wrung out the sponge floating within, using it to clean the blood away from the man's eyes.

"Msss," he moaned.

She shushed him. "Rest now. You'll probably need it."

"Mish Fishke," he said.

She stopped, hand frozen. "You... you speak English?"

"'M English."

Aldora dropped the sponge.

He took a long breath. "Fah. Your father. Sent me."

"My... my father sent you?" Her face turned white in the torchlight.

"Sent me. Rescue you."

Aldora knelt before the man, tilting his head up, hand cupping some of the relatively clean water from the bucket to his lips. He drank greedily.

"Mr. Fiske sent me to recover you." His voice grew stronger, and he tried to focus on her face. 

"Rescue me from what?"

"Went missing. Young girl -- Penelope said."

"Penelope?" Aldora said. "You've seen her? Is she alright?"

"She's fine," the man said.

Aldora began working at the straps binding the man. "What's your name?" 

"Rowe. Thomas... Thomas Rowe."

Aldora offered him some more water. "What happened to Penelope, Mr. Rowe?"

"She... she'd left the bath before the kidnapping, and spent the day with her friend in Stamboul. In the evening she attempted to covertly return to the palace, only to find it locked tight."

"She could have just come to the door," Aldora said. "She was probably worried I'd be cross."

"Be grateful she did," Rowe said. "She overheard the guards discussing the kidnapping as if they'd been involved. When they discovered her, she fled."

"The guards?" Aldora asked. "Which guards?"

"Listen ca-carefully, Miss Fiske. Penelope returned to the Embassy with what she'd heard. Lowther questioned Cemal Bey, who reasoned some of his guards must have been involved, and declared he'd investigate--"

"Cemal told me none of this."

"Listen. This... the important part. Said that you yourself had been kidnapped."

Aldora stopped unstrapping the man. "But... that makes no sense!"

Rowe maintained steady eye contact with the woman.  "That's when Sir Lowther telegrammed your father with the news."

"Unless," Aldora felt faint. "Unless Cemal himself is involved in the kidnapping."

The straps binding his arms undone, Rowe helped Aldora with the ones binding his legs. "I arrived in Istanbul and began trying to hunt you down, on your father's orders. Rumour directed me to an Englishwoman kept in Cemal Bey's palace, and I attempted an infiltration."

Aldora remained silent.

He exhaled and tried flexing his arms. "They caught me, beat me, and have been torturing me down here."

"I've got to get you out of here," she said.

"Back to the embassy."

Aldora helped the man to his feet. "Can you walk?"

He wavered. "I can manage. With difficulty."

Rowe leaned on Aldora while the two left his cell. Betrayal and confusion warred within the gentlewoman's mind, Rowe's account filling in a few of the missing pieces in the puzzle of Cemal's letter. She was so lost in thought that she didn't spot Safiyya sneaking up on the pair of them until the valet attacked.

Aldora pushed Rowe out of the way and pivoted along the wall, leaving the Sudanese woman's chopping blade to spark against the stone where she'd been a moment before.

"I'm sorry to have to kill you, sister," Safiyya said.

"Safiyya, wait!" Aldora said. "This man isn't--"

"She knows," Rowe said. "She's the one that did this to me."

Aldora stared at the woman, horrified.

A cold light shone in the Safiyya's eyes. "It takes the tortured to know how to really hurt a man."

"How could you?"

Safiyya slashed out at Aldora again, and the gentlewoman managed to shake off her shock enough to bring her own blade to the fore, barely deflecting the vicious attack.

"Cemal saved me. I owe him my life, my freedom."

Aldora stood over the fallen Rowe, pivoting her grip on the sword from the reversed to a forward defensive grip, one hand on the hilt, the other flat against the flat edge of the tip. "So you would let him use you?"

"I let no man use me!" Safiyya snarled, feinting with a lunge, following up with a quick tip slash that almost took Aldora's eyes. "Never again. I agree with Cemal, with his plan. Our hostages give us leverage to keep Europe at bay and out of Asian affairs. They will give us a stronger Empire."

"You're wrong." Everything finally made sense, Aldora finally had an understanding of Cemal's plan. "Cemal is using you. He intends to betray the conspiracy to the European Powers in exchange for personal political favours. He's a traitor to you, and to the Empire!"

"You lie!" Safiyya shouted, swinging high. Aldora ducked below the attack, only to take the Sudanese valet's knee to her face.

She stumbled back, stunned, the sword dropping from her hand.

"I am sorry it had to end like this," Safiyya said. "Take solace in the fact that your sacrifice will result in betterment for the lot of women in the Empire."

"We were friends!"

"My cause is too important for friendship." The woman drew her sword back, ready to skewer Aldora.

"Wait!" Aldora said, drawing Cemal's letter from her pocket. "Before you strike, read this!"

Safiyya snatched the paper from Aldora's hand with a look of mixed pity and scorn.

"Do you honestly think I will be dissuaded by..." she trailed off as she read the first few lines.

"It's Cemal's handwriting. You know it to be so."

As she reached the end Safiyya staggered back and bent double, as if from a physical blow. "No."

"Safiyya..."

The girl looked up, pain and sorrow etched on her face. "This is a lie!"

"It is Cemal's handwriting, is it not?"

She looked back down at the letter. "He... I... Cemal started the Fellowship of Ottoman Strength. He recruited me... he recruited all of us! It was his cause!"

"He's using you, Safiyya! He set this entire affair up to bolster his own political agenda."

The valet balled the note up in her hand and spoke in a flat, dead voice. "Go. Take the prisoner and go. I will deal with Cemal when he returns."

"Where are the other kidnapped Europeans being kept?"

"Only Cemal knows."

"We need him alive, to tell us where they are."

"I will deal with Cemal. I will not let myself be used. Not by any man. Not even by Cemal."

Rowe pulled himself laboriously to his feet. "But the French, Germans, and Italians already have air-fleets on the way. They won't be satisfied without a culprit to stand trial."

"Just as Cemal had intended," Aldora said.

"I do not care!" Safiyya rounded on Aldora, sword held tightly in her hand. "You of all people understand how I have been betrayed. You know where I was -- what I was before he rescued me. You know what I owe him. You know how he has used that to manipulate me."

"I know," Aldora said quietly. "Safiyya, I know. And I know all too well what it is to need to right a wrong. If you kill him, it is only vengeance."

"Vengeance is all I need!"

"But if we take this note to the Young Turk leadership, and it is Cemal who faces the Great Powers' wrath for this crime, if it is his own wretched plan that is his downfall... that is not only vengeance. That is divine justice."

"Cemal's personal ornithopter is kept on the roof," Safiyya said quietly. "We will take it to Dolmabahçe Palace, and I will turn myself over to the Committee authorities."

"You don't need to turn yourself in," Aldora said. "The letter and Rowe's testimony should be enough."

"No," Safiyya said. "It must be personal. Do you understand?"

"But they may call for your execution!"

"I know."

Aldora closed her eyes, blinking away exhausted tears. Safiyya helped her support the sagging Rowe, and the three made their way out of the dungeon.

 

***

 

They hadn't gone far before the alarm sounded.

"I can hold them off," Safiyya said, "while you escape with the note."

"I don't know how to fly an ornithopter."

"Then let us be swift."

The palace servants got out of the way as the three stumbled up the stairs and down the hall towards the palace roof. Cemal's ornithopter waited ready at the far end, a trio of guards keeping watch over it. Rowe leaned against the parapet while Aldora and Safiyya rushed to engage them. 

The Englishwoman had adapted her fencing training to the curved blade quite adeptly, knocking one guard's blade aside with a clang before hooking around the second's calf and ripping through his hamstring with a back-slice. He fell screaming and clutching his ruined calf, while the first guard made a second attempt to cleave her skull. 

Aldora pivoted to the side and drew the edge of her sword's blade diagonally across his chest, slicing through his shirt and vest and flaying him open.

She turned from him as he fell, in time to see Safiyya kicking the third guard from the roof, impaled by his own blade.

"That was... I don't know how to feel about that," Rowe said as the women returned for him.

"Grateful," Safiyya said.

"Quite. And a little intimidated."

"Good," Aldora said.

They helped Rowe into the back, and Safiyya climbed into the pilot's seat. 

Aldora climbed in last, ending up leaning slightly out through 'thopter's open frame. "It's rather cramped."

"These are designed for one pilot and one passenger at best."

"Can it get off the ground with the three of us?"

"It will have to. But don't worry. I have strong legs, and the anger fuelling them burns like the sun." A look of fierce determination crossed Safiyya's face and she drew back her skirt, exposing her long muscular calves as she slid her feet into the machine's pedals. She grit her teeth and began peddling, the vehicles mechanical articulated wings slowly beginning to flap. She peddled harder and harder, and the craft began to rise from the roof.

"Can you manage?" Aldora asked.

"It gets easier when we're moving."

The ornithopter rose unsteadily into the sky, dipping off of the roof but not losing too much altitude. Aldora stared at the sky ahead as they circled back towards the Bosporus. If Safiyya's strength flagged, if the strain of the three passengers was too much for the machine, it would go crashing into the swift waters below.

"We have company," Rowe said.

Aldora looked back. Three more craft rose from the palace grounds.

"More ornithopters," she said. "And they're catching up to us!"

"The guards' craft," Safiyya said. "With our weight, there's no way we can outrun them. And they're armed."

"Here," Rowe pulled a rifle out of the back, handing it to the gentlewoman. "You know how to use this?"

"Of course," Aldora said. "It's an Enfield."

"Then use it."

Aldora leaned sideways out of the craft's frame, tilting it alarmingly. "Sorry."

"Just shoot them!"

She took a careful aim at the closest vessel, eventually settling on the pilot as a target of opportunity. The crack of the rifle was deafening in the small space, and Aldora was rewarded by the sight of the ornithopter's wings drooping. Moments later it fell from the sky like a stone, and she pulled the rifle's bolt back, chambering the next round. The chamber and magazine had been altered for a smaller round than the Enfields she was used to, but it was sufficient for the task at hand.

She shifted slightly, hanging a bit further out, knees hooked around the 'thopter's side rail. 

From this vantage she could see that the guards' vehicles had a gatling mount on their undersides, and the closest one's chamber had begun to spin. Knowing that the heavy-duty rounds would tear through their own vessel like tissue paper, she willed herself calm, took careful aim at where she gauged the gun's magazine to be, tightened her grip, and fired.

The resulting explosion's shock-wave rocked the ornithopter and she would have fallen from it had Safiyya not reached out and steadied her leg.

"Thank you," she said, heaving herself back in and pulling back on the rifle's bolt. The third vehicle veered off, returning towards Cemal's estate.

"No stomach for it, that one," Rowe said.

Aldora declined to comment, handing the rifle back to him.

 

***

 

The public uproar over what became known as "the Yavuzade Letter" was riotous. The European powers demanded a full investigation and return of their citizenry. Most of the Young Turk leadership agreed, but a significant portion -- mostly Turkish nationalists -- chose to side with Cemal Bey, airship captain hero of the revolution, when he feigned ignorance of what he called slander. A trial was held, with much evidence provided for the consumption of the public in Istanbul and abroad, but the real decisions were made in small rooms by men empowered in such matters by their own governments.

It went on for weeks, and while she was not privy to the true negotiations, Aldora stayed in the British Embassy and repeatedly refused offers of passage home. Safiyya had been taken into custody upon turning herself over to authorities, and the Englishwoman was determined to see things out, for her friend's sake if nothing else. Beyond being asked for a written statement, Aldora was left to her own devices, her good name kept out of the official records.

On the fifth day members of the city police just so happened to find the kidnapped foreigners, alive and unharmed but unaware of the mastermind behind the plot, and Aldora knew that some deal had been brokered with Cemal.

The Bey himself was free to come and go on his own recognisance. Despite the allegations, the Turkish papers were careful to clarify that he was working with the investigation to clear his name.

 

***

 

She spoke to him only once, boldly slipping into his carriage when it had stopped at an intersection.

"Why?" was all she asked.

Cemal had levelled his gaze at her, betraying no surprise over her sudden appearance, no guilt or shame in his eyes. "Why?"

"You led me on. You used me. You used Safiyya. You owe me an explanation."

"The days of empires are behind us, Miss Fiske. The world isn't small enough to accommodate them. Change is in the air, and its name is Nationalism. A large multi-ethnic Ottoman cannot long stand, but with my actions... we will see a strong Turkey emerge from its ashes."

"That's not what I asked."

"Why you?"

"Why me."

"You were a means to an end. It was nothing personal."

Her voice was utter calm. "Nothing personal."

"No."

It took all her willpower not to spit in the man's face. She slipped out of his carriage, and into the city.

 

***

 

On the final day of the trial Aldora donned her coat, laced up her boots, wore her best hat, grabbed her parasol, and chartered a carriage to take her to the courthouse. In the Embassy lobby she was met by a slightly built older gentleman -- perhaps sixty -- with carefully groomed hair, a trimmed Van Dyke beard, and an exquisitely tailored suit. 

"Hello, father," she said.

"Aldora." His tone was outwardly pleasant.

"I was on my way to the courthouse." Her voice did not falter. "Did you come all the way across the world to escort me?"

"Why do you bother? You know how this all ends."

"How, perhaps. What I don't know is why."

"Yes you do." He leaned sideways against the door-frame. "The powers of Europe get another claim on the Balkans. The Empire is spared the indignity of one of its heroes being exposed a monster. Condemned criminals will be blamed, and the people's need for closure will be satiated by their blood. It's the same as it ever was."

"And Safiyya? She was just a tool in this. Will she be vindicated as well, or is she another sheep upon the altar of public blood-lust?" 

Her father made a sour face. "Come, Aldora. Young Penelope is waiting for you back in England, as is your gentleman fiancé."

"It isn't enough."

"You feel wronged, I know. You want revenge?"

"I want justice."

"Justice." Her father seemed to be rolling the word over in his mouth, as if tasting an unusual morsel. "Justice. Hrm. I cannot give you justice, my daughter. I may be able to offer you some completion."

"What do you mean?"

He pulled his pocket watch out of his trouser pocket, glanced at it, then at his daughter. "Come. Let's go to this courthouse then, and maybe you'll understand when you see."

"Thank you, father."

"We'll take the long route, though. You and I both know the trial itself is show. Your closure will come afterwards."

"How?"

"Just look in the man's eyes, child. Watch them when he's close enough. You'll learn all you need to know when he meets your gaze."

 

***

 

The trial was letting out as father and daughter arrived in their carriage. The steps of the courthouse were crowded with journalists and the curious, all the way to Cemal's waiting carriage. Seeing it was a sure sign that he was found innocent of wrongdoing. Aldora knew that it would be so, but the proof was still a powerful blow.

Her father sat at a cafe table some yards away from the crowd. "This will be quite close enough, I should think."

"We'd be closer near his carriage."

"This will be near enough."

"And how am I to see his eyes from here? I'd never make it through the crowd."

Her father ordered a coffee from the nearby waiter. "Oh, look, he's coming out."

Ignoring her father's calm, Aldora stood and craned her neck, trying to get a look at Cemal as his bodyguards attempted to clear a path through the crowd. She moved to get a closer look, only to be stopped by her father's aged but iron-firm grip around her wrist.

"Let me go--"

"Patience, Aldora. A lady never rushes for an appointment--"

"--she waits for the appointment to come to her," Aldora finished, standing and watching from a distance.

Cemal had stopped to address the crowd, speaking loudly in Turkish.

"My people," her father translated, studying the cafe's menu. "Many of you are unsure as to my guilt or innocence. This lawful trial, presided over by wise and powerful men, is my vindication. I harbour no ill will towards my accusers, but will stop at nothing to ferret out the monarchists behind this plot to set the Empire against--"

"Hain!" There was a sudden commotion as a cloaked figure pushed her way out of the crowd with a scream. The cloak fell back as she evaded Cemal's startled guards, and Aldora recognised Safiyya as surely as she recognised the glint of the curved dagger in the woman's hand.

"Hain!" she shouted again, leaping past Cemal's last defences to plunge her knife into the startled man's chest, again and again. "Hiçbir erkek bana kullanacak! Bir daha asla!"

"Betrayer," her father translated conversationally, releasing his grip on his daughter's wrist. "No man will ever use me. Never again."

The crowd screamed and seemed to fall away from the spectacle even as his guards surged forward to restrain her, too late to save their charge.

Aldora rushed past the fleeing crowd towards the steps in time to see police and bodyguards hauling the valet away from the wreckage of a once beautiful man, his face and chest cut to ribbons by a scorned woman's dagger. She didn't look into his eyes as he lay there, bleeding and still. She looked instead into Safiyya's wide rage-filled ones instead.

And saw her reflection.

MARCH OF THE COGSMEN

[image:  ]

Chapter 1

 

Alton Bartleby's pleasant midday haze was intruded upon when his companion and partner James gave him a good hard shake.

"Bartleby. We're here."

"Here here." Alton started. Was it time for the toast already? He raised his snifter, brandy sloshing about within. "Here's to the groom."

He took a long slow sip. "Wait. I'm the groom."

"Not yet you're not. I mean to say that we've arrived. In Hillshire."

Alton turned his head, noting that, apparently, they were still in the train's club car. Oh, bother, that meant he still had the whole bloody wedding to get through, didn't it?

James slid out of the booth, ducking to retrieve their bags from under the table.

Alton noticed a few drops of red on their table, and, being a detective, instantly knew that the they were not blood. No, they came from the bottle of German Kabinett that he remembered having ordered shortly after they'd left London. Recollection wasn't an easy task. He'd had at least two drinks prior: a glass of the cook's sherry back at the house, and a quick nip of sharp Scottish whiskey from his waistcoat flask while waiting to board at the Waterloo Bridge Station. 

He felt proud to have solved that mystery. But where had this glass of brandy come from? His investigations were interrupted when James gave him another nudge. 

"It's time to get off of the train, Bartleby."

"Industry cannot be delayed." He pushed out of the booth, steadying himself with a hand on his partner's broad shoulder.

"Are you sure you're ready to go? Don't want another drink to steady your nerves, do you?"

"James, dear boy, were my nerves any steadier I'd be a corpse."

"You'll not be far from one once Aldora sees the state you're in."

"Oh, pish tosh. The wedding's not for hours, and I'll have sobered up by then."

James guided Bartleby towards the exit. "Overestimations of your metabolic process aside, you've still got to weather the pre-wedding social."

"Are you my Best Man or an ambulatory itinerary?" 

"Don't get pettish."

The steps down to the platform proved themselves particularly troublesome, and Bartleby found himself forced to rely on the stability of a nearby conductor for support.

"I say, sir!" The conductor seemed less than pleased.

"No, it's perfectly all right," Alton said. He pushed himself off of the conductor, almost sending the man sprawling, and spun to get a grip on the side of the car. "Oh god, the platform's spinning."

He forced himself to stop and collect his bearings. It was much easier to stand once he'd gotten the matter of 'up' and 'down' sorted.

"It wouldn't have to be very large, not if it had a replaceable roll tape." James said, apropos of nothing.

"What roll tape?"

"The itinerary automaton. I see it as standing... perhaps a foot tall?"

"You're going to be designing this in your head all through the wedding, aren't you?"

"You needn't concern yourself." James guided Bartleby away from the edge of the platform, slipping his own bag into his hands. "I take my responsibilities as your Best Man seriously, Bartleby."

"I suppose one of us had better take the matter seriously. The moon on the ocean was dimmed by a ripple, affording a chequered delight--"

James stopped and turned towards him. "What are you... is that supposed to be singing?"

"The gay jolly tars passed a word for the tipple, and the toast -- for 'twas Saturday night--"

"I ask because normally your voice is quite pleasant."

Other passengers had slowed in passing, and Bartleby indulged them by dropping his bag and spreading his arms wide. "Some sweetheart or wife he loved as his life each drank, and wished he could hail her..."

James stooped to pick up the dropped bag. "Oh, brilliant, Bartleby. We've been here not yet one minute and already you've got the local constabulary upon us."

"But the standing toast that pleased the most, was 'The wind that blows, the ship that goes and the lass that loves a sailor!" 

Alton began a slow spin as he sang, his outstretched hand knocking the custodian helmet off the head of a young man in a dark blue outfit. The buttons and chains of his uniform gleamed brass in a way the bridegroom hadn't seen since his days at Dartmouth.

The constable displayed admirable dexterity in catching his helmet before it hit the ground. "Sir, public drunkenness is prohibited within Hillshire--"

"Begging your pardon, constable," James said.

"Yes, sorry," Alton said. "About your helmet. But if you had fastened the chin-strap--"

"Yes, we're both just quite sorry. My associate here is just exuberant--"

"Exuberance within limits is perfectly acceptable," the constable said. "But it's clear that your man here--"

Alton took a step back and regarded the man through one squinted eye. "Though I suppose that beard of yours provides chin-strap enough--"

James was quick to cut him off. "Yes, you see, normally my partner here is quite reserved, but it's the man's wedding day, and--"

"Wedding?" The constable asked. "You wouldn't be here for the Fiske wedding, would you?"

"Alton Bartleby, at your service!" He dropped into a bow, foot sliding back, hand extended for the shaking.

"Are you acquainted with the bride's family?" James asked.

"Quite well acquainted. Mr. Fiske owns most of the township, and in fact pays my salary."

Bartleby kept his unacknowledged hand out slightly longer than was comfortable, then let it drop.

"Mr. Bartleby?" 

Bartleby turned sharply, spotting a man in livery waiting with his hands behind his back. "Charles, is it? Mr. Fiske's footman? We met at Aldora's townhouse last year. You were delivering a letter, I believe."

Charles gave a barely perceptible nod. "Your excellent memory honours me, Mr. Bartleby."

"Names and faces are just about my only talent."

"Humility ill suits you," James said.

Bartleby waved him off, wrist flapping.

"If you would care to accompany me, I've a car waiting to drive you to the estate," Charles said. "Unless there is a matter of public interest here, Constable Fuller?"

"No issue at hand. Just endeavour to keep the public singing to a minimum, Mr. Bartleby."

"I shall make a most serious attempt."

"Very well, sir." Charles took the travelling bags from James. "If you would be so kind as to accompany me to the motor-car--"

"You've a motor-car?" James asked.

"Yes, Mr. Wainwright."

"Bartleby, they've got a motor-car."

"So I heard."

"How exciting."

"Exciting? Didn't you used to design them for some American company?"

"Just the engines, and that was ages ago. I imagine that they've come quite a ways in the past decade. No doubt there have been developments. Developments, Bartleby."

"I'm sure there have been." Bartleby watched his partner with amusement.

The pair followed the footman from the train platform to the street, where the motor-car waited. It was long and sleek, with a smooth charcoal body. It reminded Bartleby of a torpedo.

"Oh, look! Four wheels." James stopped by the side of the chassis, running his hands along the trim "Tell me, Charles, this motor-car -- does it run on petrol or steam? Or is it galvanic?"

"Galvanic I believe, sir. Mr. Fiske charges it from a generator in the car port."

"Oh, that's much more interesting than petrol." James crossed to the front and flipped up the engine's covering.

Bartleby flipped it back down as he passed by on his way to the opposite side. "We've a social to attend, James."

"Oh, right, yes, of course. Might I ride alongside you, Charles? I'm intrigued by its means of operation."

"If it should please you, sir."

"It's perfectly all right with me," Bartleby said, even though nobody had asked. He climbed into the rear and stretched out, pulling his hat down over his face.

 

***

 

"Company town, the constable mentioned?" James asked from the front seat.

"Yes, sir. The town and its environs are largely owned by Mr. Fiske, and exist to support his business concerns. Most of the town's populace work in the foundry, the rest in shops and services catering to those workers."

"Does Mr. Fiske own those as well?" Bartleby asked from the back.

"Most of them, yes. Directly or indirectly. And their suppliers."

He sunk a little lower in the back seat and took a quick nip from his flask. "Sounds self-sufficient."

"I am to understand that it is quite the economical arrangement, sir."

James spoke again, sounding like an excited schoolboy. "Will we be seeing Mr. Fiske's research facilities?"

There was a pause before the footman responded. "I am not one to say, sir. My task is simply to bring you to the estate for the garden party and wedding."

"Perhaps we can visit it later, James, after this wedding business has been attended to." 

The footman glanced back at his passenger, his lips drawn into a taut line.

Alton gave him a wink and raised his flask. "But the standing toast that pleased the most, was 'The wind that blows, the ship that goes, and the lass that loves a sailor!'"

The ride continued in silence for a short time.

"So.. where is everything?" James asked.

"Everything, sir?"

"The foundry? The machinist shops? The telegraphy tower? All I see are houses and shops."

"Mr. Fiske's business concerns and facilities are on the town's exterior, sir, while the estate is in its centre."

"Oh."

"You needn't sound so disappointed, James," Alton said. "I'm sure we'll get around to seeing it sooner or later."

 

***

 

The Fiske estate sat atop the hill that its town had been named for, surrounded by a verdant lawn and a tall stone fence. The house itself was an expansive combination of old and new construction, plaster and wood meeting the steel and glass of the solarium. Servants and workmen busied themselves on the lawn arranging chairs and tables under pavilion tents for the pre-ceremony social.

Lucian Fiske met his soon-to-be son-in-law in the parlour. The white marble of its floors matched both the mantle over its fireplace, and contrasted well with the dark suit that the older gentleman was wearing. His face was pale and drawn, but he smiled as he greeted the bridegroom.

"Alton. It's a pleasure to see you again."

Alton was humming as he swept up and grasped the man's hand. "The pleasure is mine, Mr. Fiske, all mine. Have you met my partner, Mr. Wainwright?"

"Aldora may have mentioned him," Fiske said, nodding to the large and broad shouldered man standing in the doorway. "You're in business with Alton?"

James stepped forward almost hesitantly, an unusual behaviour for the normally fearless engineer. "It's an honour to meet you, sir. I remember reading your paper on electromagnetic induction through a hydrostatic medium while I was in the Academy."

"The Academy? Oh, you're a guild-member, then?"

"James is an inventor. I finance him." Alton walked back to his partner and slapped James on the back proudly, speaking a bit too loudly.  "I finance his inventions and he makes patents."

"Yes, sir. As I've said, it's an honour to meet you. I'd love to compare notes on your research into wireless telegraphy -- I've so many questions."

Fiske chuckled and patted the large man on the shoulder in an almost paternal way. "Perhaps when we've the wedding behind us, young man. As you can imagine, there's much to do at the moment."

"I look forward to it, sir."

 Alton's amusement with James's sycophancy was quickly turning to boredom. He'd privately hoped that the hero worship James had been exhibiting would lead to something more interesting. He noticed his hand drifting towards the inside pocket of his waistcoat and the flask within and, with supreme willpower, forced it to stop.

Fiske turned to his footman. "Charles, will you show Mr. Bartleby and Mr. Wainwright to their rooms?"

"Yes, sir."

"And could I trouble you for a drink?" Alton asked before he'd realised it.

"We'll have brandy and cigars in the drawing room once more guests have arrived," Fiske said.

"I will be delighted to join you once they do, but if I could get a drink in the meantime--"

The smile didn't quite leave Lucian Fiske's face, but it did sort of freeze there. "Charles, after you've shown Mr. Bartleby to his quarters, would you bring him something to drink?"

"It is greatly appreciated," Bartleby said. Now Charles, that was a footman's footman. He could be counted upon.

 

***

 

The footman led them from the drawing room towards the stairs.

"I say, Bartleby, you're drinking a good deal more than is typical," James said.

"Why so I am. How astute of you to notice."

"I'd say that the escapism is typical." The bride-to-be, Aldora Fiske, stood at the top of the stairs like a statue of white granite in her wedding gown, a cold and severe expression on her face, gazing down without passion at the men below her. "Whatever could you be hiding from, Alton?"

"Aldora, dear." Bartleby straightened up and ran fingers through his blond hair. "It's ill fortune to see the bride before the ceremony."

"It's worse luck yet to have the groom fall ill and vomit on the vicar."

"I've never gotten sick from drink." Bartleby held up a finger. "Not once!"

"I suppose I shouldn't be surprised." White lace armlets framed Aldora's fingers as they slid along the banister. "Father may have not said anything, but he did notice. And he will remember."

"I can assure you that such mild intoxication shan't impair my ability to function in the slightest," Bartleby said.

"I'm sure you'll be as useful as ever. In fact, I've a task for you."

"Wonderful." Bartleby leaned against the wall. "Just what I need after a four-hour train trip to refresh myself before my wedding."

"After you've unpacked... and honestly, Alton, do freshen up a tad... I need you to go out to the grounds and greet the guests as they arrive."

"What?" Bartleby said. "Your servants will be out in force. Have Charles here do it."

"It's important, Alton. I've been trying to get you to go over the guest lists and seating arrangements for weeks, but you've been far too busy of late. Now, on the very day of our wedding, I'll need you to guide our guests to where they need to be and introduce them to whom they need to know."

"Won't your mother be--"

"You're the only one who can, Alton. Even half in the bottle, you've an instinctive grasp of people and their connections beyond any I've ever seen. You know how important this wedding is. It sets the tone for our partnership among our peers, and if we can manage to impress here we can largely ignore society and get on with the business of living our lives."

She paused, casting a glance away from the men, down the hall. "And mother is... unwell."

"Yes," Bartleby said quietly. "You're right, of course."

"And do stop drinking. You smell like a vintner."

"Yes, dear."

"There's a good lad." She tilted her head towards his partner. "James."

"Aldora. Is Xin Yan free? I'd like to say hello."

"Yes. She's with Penny in the playroom. Charles can show you the way once you're settled."

"Thank you."

Aldora stood and watched as Charles led her fiancée and his partner up the stairs, towards the guest rooms. She placed a hand on Bartleby's shoulder, stopping him as they passed.

"I can trust you to handle this, Alton? Please?"

Bartleby hesitated, looking into Aldora's eyes. Her expression hadn't changed, but something in it gave him pause, and the retort he'd prepared died on his lips. He gave a brief silent nod in its place.

"Thank you, Alton." She turned and walked away down the hall, her skirt's train making it seem like she was gliding.

Bartleby turned to his partner with a drunken smile, spreading his hands wide. "See? Bad luck."

 

***

 

Dearest Aldora,

 

You cannot imagine my pleasure at this invitation to your wedding. It has been many years since we have spoken, and it is always such a thrill to hear from one of my old girlhood schoolmates. I am overjoyed that you and your Mr. Bartleby have finally set the date -- an engagement of such long duration is unseemly.

You will perhaps forgive me if I take this opportunity to express my dismay that you have not attended any of the social events to which I have been inviting you. Kensington is not yet so far from St. John's Woods, is it? I daresay that if you can holiday in the Americas and the Orient, you can brave crossing London to call on an old friend now and again.

I will be most pleased to attend you,

 

Regina Worth

Chapter 2

 

Mary Fiske stood, one hand on her bed's headboard, the other at her waist, while her maid did her best to lace up her corset. Aldora's mother had always been a small women, slight of frame even before the wasting disease had weakened her. The sight of the knobs of her mother's spine above the corset lacing sent a very primal and particular dread through Aldora as she entered.

"Mother--"

Aldora's mother glanced back over her shoulder, smiling with too much teeth and not enough gum. "Oh, hello dear. You needn't fret. I'll be down anon."

The maid pulled the underskirt over the elder woman's head, the matron lifting both arms to accommodate her. It was painful for Aldora to see how the once tight garment hung loosely on her mother's frail frame.

"Alton has offered to handle the guests," Aldora said. "You needn't bother yourself."

"Oh, your young man has arrived? How splendid. I simply cannot wait to meet him."

"You'll have the opportunity after the ceremony," Aldora said. "But, for now, you need your rest. Won't you take it easy?"

The maid slipped Mary's out of fashion hooped over-skirt on over her head. When she'd straightened it, Aldora's mother spoke quietly. "Elizabeth, would you be so kind as to give us some privacy?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Don't go far."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Mother--" Aldora started.

"Aldora Lillian Fiske." Mary turned towards her daughter, a rare fire in her eyes. "I have been waiting since your sixteenth birthday to see you married. For six years, six long years, I had feared that you would end up like my sister Emily, a spinster to her dying day. When I heard that you had become engaged to a young man in London I felt a tremendous relief, only to be faced with an engagement that dragged on for another six long, long years. I despaired, thinking that you had been taken by a cad, until came the sudden announcement only months ago."

"It was a mutual--"

"Aldora. Dear. My darling." Her mother leaned against the bed, hand to her brow. "You are my one and only daughter. Your brother -- God alone knows where Grayson is or what he's doing--"

Aldora remained stone-faced.

"--but in all likelihood yours is the only wedding I will have the pleasure of hosting. This morning, this very morning, I thanked my lucky stars that I have lived long enough to wake to see you wed."

"Mother." A deep sense of shame and hopelessness filled Aldora, coupled with love for her mother. She let none of this come to the surface.

"I could die immediately after and be fulfilled, Aldora, but I will not lie here, in this room, and miss my daughter's day." 

For a moment the strength that Aldora remembered from her childhood returned to her mother's voice, that quiet reserve of power and prim stubbornness required of a woman marrying into the Fiske name. Then, like a wilting daisy, it was gone, and Mary Fiske's shoulders slumped.

"Yes, Mother."

"Would you be so kind as to send Elizabeth back in here? I've much to prepare before I make my appearance."

"Yes, Mother," Aldora said, for there was nothing else to be done about it.

 

***

 

"You've chosen quite the fiancée, dear."

"He's dependable enough," Aldora said.

Her father was standing on the balcony overlooking the expansive lawn. An unlit cigar jutted out of his mouth at an askew angle, a sharp contrast to Lucian Fiske's otherwise perfectly set and arranged demeanour.

His lack of a response prompted Aldora to continue, even as she knew that he frequently employed a tactic of silence to get others to reveal what they might otherwise otherwise have not. "That is to say, he is not habitually a drunkard."

"I would hope not. However, he does have a substantial reputation of sorts around London."

She hesitated. "Alton is not--"

"I would imagine you have your own reasons for this arrangement." He took the cigar from his mouth. "His reputation is well constructed, though I'm curious as to why he has been so diligent in downplaying his naval record. From what my sources have been able to discern--"

"You investigated my fiancée?" Aldora asked.

"You are my only daughter," her father said. "It shall be my eternal task to watch out for your best interests, even if you're less than inclined to permit me."

Colour briefly flared in Aldora's cheeks. "This is exactly why I moved to London. I don't need you meddling in my affairs."

"I haven't been meddling. You were very clear that you did not desire my assistance, and I have respected your wishes."

"Investigating my fiancée is meddling."

"It's nothing more than a father's concern for his daughter."

"Coming to Istanbul and arranging--"

"Paternal concern. And a good thing, too. Or would you have preferred I let you remain kidnapped?"

"I can do quite well without your concern, father. Stay out of my life."

Aldora turned to go. Her father's hand moved with a sudden speed that belied his sixty years and clamped around her wrist with an unexpected strength.

"You're hurting me," she said, simply and without inflection.

"I have given you considerable latitude to live your own life, perhaps far more than is right or proper," Lucian said, his blue eyes cold as they shifted to her own. "And for this I ask little in return. Your life is your own to live. But do not forget, Aldora, that you are a Fiske, and while I draw breath my responsibility is to safeguard the Fiske name."

"Let go of my wrist."

"You are a Fiske. Even should you take on your husband's surname, you remain a Fiske, and thus, my business, my concern, and my responsibility. Are we clear on this matter?"

Aldora remained silent.

"Are we clear, girl?"

"Yes, Father."

He released her wrist. Though it stung, she didn't rub it. Not in front of him.

"How is your mother this morning?" He rolled the cigar between his fingers.

"Stubborn. She insists upon being there to greet the guests, though I've assured her that Alton will be handling it."

"You've her fire when you need it," her father said. "Though of late you seem to prefer my ice."

Aldora was suddenly aware of how her posture mirrored that of her father's. She shifted her weight.

"Hardly unsurprising, given what you've been through."

"I hate it when you discuss me as if I'm not right in front of you."

"You hate a great many things." Her father turned, hands in his trouser pockets, and began to stroll back towards the house. "Hold on to that. It will serve you well, my daughter."

She did not turn to watch him go, fingers tightening on the balcony's rail.

 

***

 

"Aldora, darling!" The shrill voice sent a jag down Aldora's spine.

A woman several years her junior swept along the hall, ribbons in her hair trailing behind, a toothsome smile on her face, unsubtle glee in her eyes.

"Regina, dear." Aldora managed a small upturning of the lips, though the smile did not extend far beyond. "How pleasant that you could make it."

"I made sure to make the trip," Regina Worth said, taking Aldora's hands in her own. Her dress was not as elaborate nor as fine as the bride's, but what it lacked in elegance it made up for in ostentatiousness. "I wouldn't miss your wedding for the world."

"You humble me with your enthusiasm," Aldora said.

"It's quite the relief that your nuptials have come to fruition." Regina let go of Aldora's hands. "You would not believe how some were beginning to whisper that Miss Aldora Fiske was destined to end an old maid."

"The tongues of gossips will wag," Aldora said, perfectly aware that said rumours had almost certainly originated in the person of the woman standing before her.

"Alice was just telling me the other week -- you remember Alice, mousy thing, used to follow us around the green?"

"I remember her."

"She was just telling me a few months ago that it seemed as if you were never to find a husband. Can you imagine?"

"I can imagine."

Regina hooked her arm through Aldora's and began leading the way down the hall. "Well, I said to her, I reminded her you that you were engaged to a perfectly fine young man, your Mr. Bartleby. And you'll never guess what she said!"

"I cannot begin to speculate."

"She said that she would not be terribly surprised if your Bartleby were to leave you at the altar. Can you imagine the nerve? Not that I can't understand, with your Bartleby's reputation and all."

Aldora slipped her arm free. "Then she will be relieved to know that Mr. Bartleby does not quite measure up to the cad he is purported to be. He is here, it is our wedding day, and it's all terribly exciting, I can assure you."

"Of course." Regina turned to face her. "Let me look at you. I have been ever so concerned about your welfare, after the unpleasantries you've weathered abroad."

"Your concern is welcome but entirely unfounded," Aldora said.

Regina studied her old classmate. "I should say your complexion has weathered the stress fairly well; you don't look a day over thirty."

Aldora's eyes narrowed slightly.

"And your hair... what sort of dye are you using? I daresay I don't see any grey at all."

"You are too generous with your compliments," Aldora said. "But I am afraid you must excuse me, Regina. There's ever so much to do."

The other woman frowned slightly, then nodded. "As you say, Aldora. Congratulations again."

Aldora turned and walked slowly back up the hall. "Thank you. Enjoy the garden party."

 

***

 

The girlish shrieks and giggles reached Aldora's ears long before she arrived in the playroom. It had become a refuge to her adoptive daughters in the often dour household her parents kept in the month since their arrival from London, and she stopped in the doorway to watch them play.

"I'm a vicious pirate!" her adoptive daughter Penelope was saying, waving a rolled up parchment to and fro. "Come join my crew, and we'll haunt the Barbary coast, hunting Spanish merchants and liberating them their treasure!"

"Pirates!" the Chinese girl Xin Yan said.

They were resilient girls, linked by the tragedy of having recently been orphaned. Penny's wounds were fresher, though from the children's play it was hard to imagine that she'd lost her father less than a year ago. The signs were there, if you knew what to look for -- moments of sudden solemn silence intruding upon her normal youthful exuberance, and the occasional nightmare -- but Aldora strongly believed the girl had started down the road to healing. She'd been asking more questions about how Aldora had known her father, what he'd been like, and the gentlewoman was running out of ways to avoid answering in ways that would incriminate herself.

"Am I to be a pirate as well, then.?" Alton's partner James was sitting in a chair across from the girls, a grin on his face.

"You're our prisoner!" Penny turned and levelled her scroll-sword at the engineer. "There'll be no mercy for the likes of you!"

"No mercy!" Xin's English had been improving rapidly during her time with Penny. While she spent a significant amount of time with James, and he considered her his adoptive daughter, Aldora didn't believe that he spoke often enough to help her learn. 

It wasn't that James didn't care for her. It was obvious from watching them play together that he did. She just didn't believe that James was terribly adept at dealing with children. Or women. Or people in general. James didn't spend much time with anyone outside her fiancée, truth be told.

"Shall we make him walk the plank?" Penny asked.

"Yes!" Xin said, arms folded, a grim look upon her face. "Into the water! Sharks!"

"It has been decided! You shall be eaten by sharks!" Penny decreed.

Aldora thought back to her own youth, her own childhood, spent with tutors and caretakers. The only girls her own age she'd known were vicious little social climbers like Regina, always seeking to tear one another down to elevate themselves in their own meaningless pecking order. The complexity of the peer groups she'd known in private schools was an ever shifting maze of temporary alliance and betrayal, and she didn't know that she'd ever had anything that might be considered a 'friend'. It wasn't what was done. As lonesome as it had been, Aldora felt that it had adequately prepared her for life as a Woman of Society, as a Fiske. The parlours and ballrooms of the great families of London were not so far removed from the dormitories and greens of Miss Cumberband's School for Girls.

"I've brought a present for the two of you," James said, retrieving his waistcoat from the chair he'd draped it upon.

"A present?" Penny said clapping her hands. "You are too kind, Mr. Wainwright!"

James pulled a small clockwork dog out of his waistcoat pocket. The girls crowded forward for a look.

"The Turkish clockworks were of a completely different style," Penelope said, showing off. "More complicated than this."

Aldora thought her ward might have been growing jealous that Xin Yan was getting the lion's share of the engineer's attention. While on paper  Aldora had adopted both girls, this was a convenience for the state. James had rescued Xin Yan and thought of her as his own, and quite naturally favoured her as a result.

"Is that so?" James said absently.

"Yes," Penny said. "Halil brought me to the Street of Gadgeteers in Istanbul's Old City. We saw clockworks that made this one look simple."

"I like." Xin Yan took it out of James' hand. She pulled the tail, and a tiny chirping bark emitted from its hinged jaw.

"Of course you like." Penny sniffed and turned her head. "You don't know any better."

"The Chinese have been building some of the world's most advanced clockworks for centuries." James's cadence had become one of lecture, one that Aldora hated. "Though I suppose Xin Yan would have been too young when her family emigrated to remember anything of her homeland."

Xin shook her head.

"If you'd like, I can take you to see the Oriental History exhibit at the British Museum..."

"I would like--"

"Can I come?" Penny interrupted.

James tilted his head. "I suppose? If it's all right with Aldora?"

"James, might I have a word with you?" Aldora said.

James climbed to his feet and joined the woman at the door somewhat warily.

For once, though, her concerns lay not within James's social deficiencies, but within her adopted daughter. She lowered her voice, keenly aware that the girls' eyes were upon them.

"I do appreciate your attempts to include Penelope. It shows a good deal of restraint and patience."

James relaxed slightly. "The girl's been through quite a bit. I don't mind."

Aldora stepped with him into the hall. "I fear that she has not quite recovered from our Istanbul trip."

"Istanbul?" James asked. "Oh, your kidnapping. No, I was referring to the death of her father. I would assume that the endangerment of a guardian would pale next to the trauma of losing one's father."

Aldora's mouth opened, but she didn't quite know how to respond.

James continued, turning to regard the girls. "Though I suppose that your kidnapping might have compounded the initial trauma and in fact may have subsumed it."

She flushed a little. "James, I'm telling you that you need to be cautious. You've chosen a paternal role for Xin Yan, but Penny might be looking for a father figure in you."

"Was her father much like myself?" James asked.

Aldora's thoughts drifted and her voice became wistful. "Henry? Only in that you are both males of the same age, and that might be enough for the girl. No. No, James, you're nothing like Henry. I've never known a man more full of life than Penelope's father. He was a kind soul, a caring soul, a trustworthy soul. Nothing like you. Nothing like my father. He was a guide and pathfinder, fully engaged in the world, in love with it, not an engineer building his own sterile paradigm in isolation."

James's eyes half-lidded. "A simple 'No' would have sufficed."

She paled, and her hand flew to her lips. "Oh. Oh, no, James, I'm sorry, I--"

"It's quite all right," James said in that flat tone of his. "Your opinion isn't one that I consider terribly important. Save your apologies for Bartleby. I'm sure your marriage will be full of them."

He gave her a contemptuous last look over his shoulder as he returned to the room and his Xin Yan.

 

***

 

Aldora stood alone at the music room window, watching her guests arrive. It was an inconvenient tradition that the bride should remain sequestered away until after the wedding. She should be down there, greeting the newcomers, dropping the right names in the right ears, seeing to affairs personally. She'd never taken to delegation well.

Fortunately Alton seemed to be having a right time of it. He had the good sense to allow her mother to sit and rest while he took the lion's share of the responsibilities, shaking hands, making introductions, putting on a good face. He was a good man, and would make an acceptable husband, for someone she didn't love. She could tolerate him. She could trust him to not embarrass her publicly while engaging in his appetites, and that was enough for her. The adopted children relieved them of the burden of having to have offspring of their own, a state of affairs her bridegroom seemed entirely content with.

He was ideal. She could live her life, and he his, without London society casting a sideways glance.

And so what if they did not love one another? Love was not something she needed. She was no young maid, eyes full of stars and heart full of need. She'd had lovers, yes, and doubtlessly would again, but the last man she'd considered giving her heart to -- the Turkish noble Cemal Yavuzade Bey, may his name be ever cursed -- had tried to exploit her feelings to suit his own dark political agenda, holding her captive without her being aware that she'd been kidnapped. 

No.

She preferred her exploitation to be out in the open and mutual. 

Hence Alton Bartleby.

Hence this wedding.

She didn't love him. Not in that way. But he was good enough.

 

***

Exalted Sirs,

 

We discovered Talos in the ruins of his stronghold, gravely injured and at the point of death. His spirit to fight on was strong, however, and his heart did still beat. We transported him to the nearest safehouse, and our doctors managed to salvage of him what we could.

Of his project little can be said. Boadicea was as efficient as one could expect in its destruction. We salvaged what we could; a package is en route.

I now write asking for instructions regarding the fate of Talos. Daedalus assures me that he can be saved, after a manner, should we desire, though it would require a significant investment. Despite his irregularities during his last assignment, he has always been an efficient tool of the Octovirate, and it is my recommendation that we attempt salvage. Daedalus himself seems particularly eager to make the attempt; he has that certain look about him.

Take that for what it is.

 

I await your judgement in this matter,

Cato

Chapter 3

 

 

"Brigadier Wilson!" Alton greeted the retired officer warmly. "How good of you to make it. Aldora and I both greatly appreciate the honour of your attendance."

"Mr.Fiske and I are old acquaintances," Wilson said. "I'm honoured to have been invited to the wedding."

"Then you will already know Mrs. Fiske, I'd assume?" Bartleby guided the man over towards his soon-to-be mother-in-law.

"Of course! Mary, how wonderful to see you again."

Mary Fiske offered the Brigadier a dainty hand. "Always a pleasure, Percival. How is your Dorothy? Is she here?"

"She sends her regards, but is, alas, too busy overseeing the preparations for our upcoming move to attend. I trust you understand?"

"Of course," Mary said. "Move you say? Have you tired of the city at last, come to join us in the country?"

"Were that it was so simple!" The Brigadier turned to Alton. "Having watched Aldora grow up as I have, I practically feel like her uncle. I regret not having had opportunity to meet you until this moment."

Bartleby grabbed a pair of champaign flutes from a passing footman. "Would you care for a drink, sir?"

The Brigadier took them, offering one to Aldora's mother. She shook her head, and he offered it instead to the bridegroom. Alton accepted it with a smile.

"I'd heard that you'd finally gone into retirement," Mary said.

"Were that it was so simple. No. The Crown has seen fit to reactivate my commission, and appoint me aide to Viscount Gladstone in his new role as Governor-General of the Union of South Africa."

"Quite the honour!" Alton downed his champaign in one quick gulp. "God bless the Queen."

"God bless the Queen," the Brigadier said, watching the young man drink. "Yes, quite the honour. Of course, one might speculate that perhaps Her Majesty is still somewhat cross that I supported Gladstone in appointing Lady Balfour and Mrs. Tennant to the Royal Commission on reforming Divorce Law."

"I should not be surprised," Mary said. "I cannot imagine that topic being discussed with delicacy before ladies."

"Don't be so hard on yourself." Alton gave the older gentleman a pat on the back. "I'm sure she's cross with Gladstone's whole government, not you personally."

"A cold comfort for a man shipping out to Africa, Mr. Bartleby. Now, if you will excuse me?" The Brigadier turned stiffly and walked off.

"Oh dear, I do think I may have upset him."

"Mr. Bartleby," Mary said.

"Yes, mother?"

The woman's mouth drew thin. "You know, you seem quite adept at predicting where the champaign service is going to be, and guiding the newly arrived guests to that spot."

He adopted a shocked expression. "My Lady, I do not know just what you're implying."

"There's no implication, Mr. Bartleby." She laid her head back.  "Would you mind tilting my parasol? The sun's getting in my eyes. That's a good lad."

 

***

 

Three glasses of champaign later Alton failed to notice Regina Worth sneaking up on him. He didn't know the woman personally, but after having covertly witnessed the passive-aggressive exchange between her and his fiancée, he had little desire to get wrapped up in whatever drama the woman had herself involved with. He'd kept an eye out for her across the lawn, watching for the elaborate ribbons streaming from her hat, and had previously arranged to be conveniently elsewhere whenever her social meanderings would have caused their paths to cross. Luck, eventually, runs out.

"So, you're the infamous Mr. Bartleby." Regina smiled at him, glass of wine in her gloved hands.

"Ah! Miss Worth, is it? A pleasure to meet you."

She offered her hand, and he took it politely for but a moment. She was trouble. And he was drunk.

"I was beginning to fear we wouldn't meet until after you'd become a married man. I'm charmed that you know my name."

"And you mine."

She turned her head and blushed prettily. "Oh, I'm afraid I've not a reputation of your calibre, Mr. Bartleby."

"Oh, I've a reputation now?" He didn't mean to flirt with her. He really shouldn't be taking her openings. He should know better.

"You're the infamous Alton Bartleby," she said. "The scourge of St. John's Wood. I've been warned about you."

"Oh my, I sound dreadful." He was unable to help himself. "What've you been warned of?"

"Just that you're a charming rogue who's not to be trusted, particularly when it comes to a lady's virtue."

"Definitely not the trustworthy sort, this Mr. Bartleby." Stop it, you drunken goat.

She stepped forward, shortening the distance between them. "So I've heard. Makes one wonder why he'd seek the company of one Miss Aldora Fiske."

"Does that seem unusual to you?"

"Only in that they're so very different in temperament."

"Perhaps not as much as one might think," Alton said.

"Oh? And whatever might that imply?"

Alton cast his gaze about, looking for an escape from the conversation. "Simply that one cannot make assumptions based upon unfounded rumour. That leads to nothing but scandal."

"I've found that even the most scandalous rumour contains the seed of truth." Miss Worth stepped forward again, standing nearly toe to toe with him. "And don't we all need a little scandal in our lives?"

With a sense of relief he noticed the constable from the train station heading towards the house with purposeful strides. "Terribly sorry, Miss Worth, but you must excuse me. I've guests to greet."

"Oh, but Mr. Bartleby--"

 He set off at once, weaving his way through the crowd of guests.

 

***

 

Alton intercepted the constable mid-way up the drive.

"Hello, there. I don't believe we've been properly introduced. Alton Bartleby, bridegroom."

"I know who you are. We met at the station." The constable tried to sidestep around him, stopping as Alton mirrored his movement.

"Yes, but I don't think I caught your name beyond your title."

"Fuller. Do you mind?"

"Not at all, Constable Fuller. Do you mind showing me your invitation?"

"I'm not--"

Alton smiled, continuing to move and bar the man's passage. "You see, I'm afraid this is a private affair. Can't just let anyone in off the street -- not that that's an indictment of your character, just that I'm not acquainted with you, and if the Fiskes' did not see fit to extend an invitation to you--"

The constable held up a hand. "I'm not here for the wedding, Mr. Bartleby."

"You've some other business, then?"

"Yes. None of it yours." 

Constable Fuller once more tried an end-run around the tipsy bridegroom, but Alton just so happened to weave in his direction. The Constable stopped just short of a collision.

"Now look here--"

"Dreadfully sorry, Constable, but I'm afraid that my duties are quite clear. In this instance I am tasked with acting as gatekeeper. The Fiskes, you see, are quite engaged in the wedding preparations and their social duties, and are not to be unduly disturbed." That wasn't entirely true, but after a certain number of drinks Alton was more inclined towards contrariness.

"This is official Hillshire police business. I have a matter that must be brought to Mr. Fiske's attention."

"You can bring it to my attention first."

"It's a matter of legal sensitivity--"

Alton put his hands on the constable's shoulders. "Surely, good sir, if Mr. Fiske can entrust to me his daughter, he wouldn't mind you sharing  the town's trouble?"

Fuller scowled and clenched his jaw. For a second there Alton thought that the man was actually going to strike him, but the rage left his face almost as quickly as it had appeared.

"If you must know, Mr. Bartleby, there have been more than a few unexplained disappearances over the course of the last month. Mr. Fiske asked he be appraised of any developments."

"And have there been? Developments? Hmm?"

The constable stepped back and the other man's hands fell from his shoulders. "I've let you know why I'm here. Now I am afraid that I must insist that you cease your interference and allow me the completion of my duties as an officer of the law."

Alton slipped around Fuller's side and threw an arm around his shoulder, speaking with a conspiratorial compassion. "Look, good man. You're a man of the law, I understand. So am I. A detective, as a matter of fact."

"You're a metropolitan police detective?" Constable Fuller asked. "You?"

"I'm a detective. We both know that men like Lucian Fiske dictate laws, they don't enforce them. That's the province of men like you and I. Men like us. We get things done, aye? So why don't you tell me what this development is, and I'll determine whether or not it's something that Mr. Fiske needs be troubled with just before his daughter's wedding, or if it's something that we men of action can handle ourselves."

Fuller gave an exasperated sigh. "If you must know, Mr. Bartleby--"

"Oh, I must."

"If you must pry, then know that there's been another disappearance. One of the warehouse watchmen did not return home from work last night."

"Most troubling," Alton said.

"Yes, so if you don't mind--"

"How many of these disappearances have there been of late?"

"Two dozen reported in the last month or so," Fuller said. "I'm not sure why I'm telling you this."

The bridegroom flagged down a passing servant and snatched a flute of champaign from his tray. "It's my confident and commanding demeanour. Have you reason to believe the disappearances linked?"

"Very little in the way of evidence has come to light, Mr. Bartleby. The vanished were all employees of Mr. Fiske's warehouse and factory facilities, but given that this is a company town that isn't necessarily telling."

"Not necessarily," Alton said. "Quite. I've got some good news for you, Constable Fuller."

"You're going to cease this interference in my duties?"

"Quite the opposite." He downed the champaign, then tossed the glass into the bushes at the side of the house, where it shattered with a tinkle. "Your matter has piqued my interest. I've decided to personally look into the matter."

The constable gave a start. "On your wedding day? Surely you've other, more pressing matters."

Alton waved the man's concern away. "Oh, it's the bride's parents who handle all this. I've nothing substantive to do but fret until late afternoon."

"That's but a matter of hours, sir."

"I'm quite good. Ask anyone. But in the unlikely event that I cannot solve your problem, I shall remain in the vicinity for the wedding."

"Mr. Bartleby--"

"A good mystery is just what I need to take my mind off of my nuptial jitters." The bridegroom gazed deeply into the man's eyes. "Surely you can understand that, Constable Fuller."

The man seemed to grasp for a socially acceptable reason to turn him down. "Sir, aren't you the one to greet the guests as they arrive?"

"Follow me, sir," Alton said.

 

***

 

The bridegroom led the bewildered constable across the lawn to Mrs Fiske's side.

"Mary, you know the Constable?"

"Of course. It's good to see you, John. How is your mother?"

"Better, Mrs. Fiske. She sends her regards."

Alton gave the constable a grin. "Mrs. Fiske, there's a matter of some mysterious disappearances that Constable Fuller has requested my assistance with--"

"I never--"

"Do you suppose you might handle greeting the guests while I look into things?"

"Of course, Alton." Mary Fiske pushed herself out of her chair, ignoring the hands offered to help her rise. "Greeting is one of the things I can handle, surely."

"Excellent! The game's afoot, then, eh Constable?"

"It's a what?"

"Something a mentor of mine used to say," Alton said. "But, yes, let's off."

"Don't be too long," Mary said. "Aldora will be cross if she notices you're gone."

"She'll be cross regardless. Oh, don't give me that look, Fuller. Off with us."

 

***

 

Alton Bartleby and Constable Fuller left the estate, walking down the long drive towards the town proper. The bridegroom held his hands behind his back, hat tipped forward, watching his shoes as they kicked gravel before him. They were almost at the end of the drive before he spoke.

"Tell me about these disappearances," Bartleby said. "When did they begin?"

"As I mentioned, sir, it was two months ago. A factory employee didn't turn up for his shift."

"Were his possessions missing from his home?"

"No sir."

"Then sudden emigration is unlikely."

"That was my opinion, sir, but without a lead to go on..."

"What was your opinion of the matter?"

"Mine, sir?" The constable considered, scratching his jaw under his helmet's chin-strap. "At the time I thought he'd fallen into the river. The current is quite strong in the spring."

"When we presume to assume..."

"I didn't say that's what I declared had happened, sir, just my estimate."

Alton stopped and looked up. With many of the locals hired to attend to the wedding party, Hillshire had grown quiet. A few shopkeepers manned their businesses, and he could see the smoke rising from the factory in the distance, but very few were out and about on the street, an odd sight for midday.

"Who was the next to vanish?"

"Another factory worker. Left the facility on his lunch break, as the men are prone to, and didn't return."

"Where do the men typically take their lunch?" 

"It's a ten-minute walk into town. A number of local cafes serve their needs."

"Had any seen him that day?"

"No, sir."

Alton looked towards the factory again. "Can you show me the route he walked?"

"Yes, sir. If you'll follow me?"

He let the constable take the lead.

"Were all of the disappearances men vanishing on their luncheons?"

"Not entirely, sir," the constable said. "Some men just didn't show up to work at the start of their shifts."

They walked side-by-side down the cobblestone streets, past residential homes and smaller shops to a row of dining establishments, each with a strong working-class aesthetic, offering such fares as unadorned sausage, skillets of egg, and bread soaked in gravy drippings.

Fuller gestured towards them. "The men from the factory typically frequent these restaurants."

"You'd mentioned that men from the warehouses had gone missing as well. Do they dine here as well?"

The constable shook his head. "The warehouses are across town. The eateries and cafes are about the same calibre, though. Would you like to see them?"

"Not yet. Show me the route the men take from the factory."

They walked in silence down the street from the shops towards the towering factory. The town thinned out as they progressed, allowing much of the natural terrain to establish itself. There were small copses of wood and brush, a drainage ditch, and Alton was able to identify quite a few potential ambush points. That no one had seen the missing man vanish was thus not in itself unusual.

He stopped at the factory gates, gazing up at the building beyond. It was solid brick, with green-tinted windows placed high, steel doors set into the walls, and only the road access through its sturdy wrought fence. "What is produced here?"

"Telegraphic equipment," the Constable said. "I'm afraid that I'm not educated in the technical specifics."

"Nor I, but it may not be a factor," Alton said. "What was the nature of this latest disappearance?"

The Constable pulled a small notepad from his breast pocket. "One Mr. Ruck Little, of number eleven Cross Street, did not return home from work at the warehouse last night. He had not yet made his appearance this afternoon, when his missus brought the matter to my attention."

Bartleby pursed his lips. "Was Mr. Little in the habit of coming home from work directly after his shift?"

"I did not enquire," Constable Fuller said, putting his notepad away. "Sir, we should be returning to the estate--"

"We've time yet." Bartleby turned from the factory gates. "Take me to the warehouse. I'd like to trace Mr. Little's route."

"Do you have any theories?"

"Nothing I'm prepared to share as of yet, Constable. But I'm cogitating."

"Cogitating."

"Oh my yes. Wheels are turning, Constable Fuller. Wheels."

 

***

 

Bartleby and Fuller walked the route from the warehouse towards Mr. Little's home on Cross street until the detective abruptly stopped.

"This pub. I suspect its clientele are drawn from the warehouse crews?"

"I couldn't say for certain, sir," the Constable said, glancing up at the place. "It's likely, though. This is--"

"Yes, a company town." Bartleby pushed his way in through the door.

The lighting was dim inside, the way a good pub's should be, and peanut shells crunched under the soles of the detective's expensive shoes. A small handful of men sat together up at the bar, sharing tall drinks in the gloom, their moods a mirror of their surroundings. To Bartleby it seemed more than the typical working-class sullenness. He knew the fine clothes he wore for the wedding marked him an outsider here, setting him apart from the tough and durable denim worn by the tough and durable men. 

He knew that he couldn't connect to these men as an equal. He couldn't create that sense of camaraderie that they shared. He could mimic it. He could ape it. Perhaps, given the right clothing, he could ape it. Chances were, though, they all knew who he was, the man come to wed their employer's daughter. He was close enough to their ultimate authority that it'd be folly to pretend towards anything else.

It would do.

He resisted the urge to blend, to slouch his own shoulders in as they did theirs, acutely aware of the eyes upon him as he entered. Instead he stiffened his posture, tilted his head back, kept his eyes level, and became the most effective version of what they expected him to be.

"Two small beer," he told the barkeep, knuckles rapping on the end of the bar.

"I'm on duty," Constable Fuller said.

"Sorry, did you want one?" Bartleby asked.

"What? No, I thought--"

"Suit yourself. Just the two, barkeep."

He stood with his hip against the bar, not leaning, not slouching.

"Do you really suppose you ought be drinking?" Fuller asked.

"It helps me think."

The constable stared at him.

Bartleby pivoted slowly towards him, exhaling deeply. This was going to have to be handled. Sooner or later. Maybe after he'd had another drink or two.

"Which of these men might know Mr. Little?"

The Constable surveyed the men present, then pointed. "Mr. Miller was Mr. Little's foreman. Some of the others might have been working his shift. It's a small town, though, Mr. Bartleby. Most folk know one another."

Bartleby dropped a coin onto the bar and picked up his drinks, smiling as he approached the workers' table. Their general chatter came to a stillness as he neared.

"Barkeep! A round for these fine, hardworking men. I've got a few questions to ask, and answers are thirsty work!"

The men glanced at one another in disbelief and mild amusement.

 

***

 

Mr. Bartleby's generosity and capacity to go drink for drink with the workmen quickly overcame their initial reluctance to speak and misgivings regarding his drunken arrogance. While they were appreciative, they didn't have much in the way of information to offer. The missing men had known one another, of course -- it was a small town -- but little beyond that linked them, or the matter of their disappearance. An hour slipped by without much to show for it beyond a set of empty glasses.

Once the men's break had ended and they'd gone back to work, Alton ordered a fifth beer and gazed blearily into Constable Fuller's disapproving face.

"You do not care for me, do you?"

"What I care for is not a matter of import," Fuller said.

"Why not?" Petulance crawled into Bartleby's voice. "I'm likable. Most people like me."

"I'm sure you have many fine qualities. When you're sober."

"Is it the drinking?" Bartleby asked. "Is not a man entitled to the fruit of his liver?"

"Mr. Bartleby. Your wedding is in a matter of hours, and you've stewed yourself quite thoroughly."

"You don't know what it's like."

"What it's like?" the Constable asked.

"Having to marry that woman. Oh, Aldora's a sweet girl, but--"

Alton was caught entirely off-guard as Constable Fuller kicked his chair out from under him, sending him crashing to the bar's floor. His head hit the boards with an audible thud, and stars blossomed in his vision.

"Now you listen to me, Mr. Alton Bartleby." Fuller was next to Bartleby, grabbing him by the collar, face red, eyes narrowed. "Mr. London Detective. My father was Lucian Fiske's valet. I grew up in their household. I was raised alongside Aldora and her brother Grayson. I was not their family, but the Fiskes were always very kind to us. Aldora is like a sister to me, and I don't care if you are to be her husband, I will not listen to some Londoner drunkard bad-mouth her."

Bartleby did his pained best to focus on Fuller's face. "Oh my word, Fuller. You're in love with her."

The Constable balked, but didn't release Bartleby's lapels. "I simply... she's like a sister to me."

"She bloody well isn't." Bartleby straightened up. "You're carrying a torch for her. You have been since you were young."

Fuller stood back as he rose. "No, it's not like that--"

"You poor, poor fool," Bartleby sat at bar table, gesturing that Fuller should join him. "Do you know what marriage is, Mr. Fuller?"

"What kind of question is that?"

"Marriage," Alton said, drawing a checkerboard-pattern in the spilt beer, "is like chess. Manoeuvres. Machinations. At least it is for the upper classes."

"What are you saying?"

"What would you say if I told you that I'd married my only sister off to an American to get my mother out of my hair, Constable?"

Fuller stared at him, jaw agape.

"That's marriage in the upper classes. A tool. In the past it was a device to advance one's dynasty through the maze of primogeniture, to angle that, several generations hence, one of your heirs might sit on some throne. These days it's still chiefly a business manner."

"That's... that's monstrous!"

Bartleby continued as if Fuller hadn't spoken. "Now I can hear you saying, 'What of love?' Well, what of it, Constable? What of love? We cannot choose who we love. Who we fall in love with. Even if that love is not acceptable by the rules of society. Say, for example, that two individuals are of an incompatible class. While I say that you love my fiancée, I would hazard that you not once imagined that you would be permitted to wed her. Not in any but your most secret fantasies."

"I can assure you, Mr. Bartleby, that while I am quite fond of your fiancée--"

"So what of love? Do you think me outraged that you should feel fond of Aldora? That, having grown up alongside the woman, that you should develop feelings for her?" He rapped his knuckles on the counter. "What kind of monster do you think I am, that I am so ignorant of the human heart!"

He put his hand on the constable's across the table. The man stared at it.

"Assuage your guilt, Mr. Fuller, for I find no offence in your protective impulses. I do not love Aldora, nor she me, so what claim do I have to jealousy? Our relationship is one of convenience and arrangement."

He seemed to realise that the other men in the bar were hanging on his every word, ever hungry for gossip of their social betters foibles. He stifled a grin, lowered his voice, and continued in a volume that only Fuller could make out.

"Aldora has considerable freedom in affairs of the heart, should she choose to indulge. Do not fancy our marriage a barrier to your passions, sir. I certainly do not."

Fuller drew his hand back and stiffened. "Sir, I hardly think that that's appropriate."

"So little that's worthwhile is," Bartleby said. He was disappointed, but not surprised at the Constable's reticence. How... sober of the man. He stood.

The constable was on his feet a moment later. "Back to the estate, sir?"

"Not quite. The foreman mentioned something about missing copper?" 

"An inventory error, most likely. I don't see how it's relevant, and we really should be getting back."

"Nothing is inconsequential. Everything is interconnected." Bartleby steadied himself, blinking a few times. "Just one more stop, I promise you."

"Then where, sir?"

"Wherever the copper is stored. I'm close, Fuller."

"Close, sir?"

"Close to working it all out. The disappearances. Trust me, it'll be worth it."

"I hope so, sir." Fuller looked at his pocket-watch with a frown. "I hope so."

 

***

Sirs,

 

I must again offer your thanks in allowing me the freedom to serve you. Research progresses well, but I am afraid that we have outgrown our present facilities. I have sent along with this missive a sample of the weapons of war the technicians under my command have been creating. While my predecessor had few successes in this regard, I maintain that it was both a lack of discipline invested in his underlings, and a moral weakness that kept him from more lucrative development paths.

As you will see from the sample I have sent, this minor galvanic application has implications that extend beyond the battlefield. I am certain that, should you allow me greater facilities and resources, what we can turn this technology to is limitless.

To be more specific, I need access to manufacturing facilities, a small and easily contained population of test subjects, and distance from major population centres. I have included several locational candidates. If this meets with your approval, we shall depart Kiev immediately.

 

As always, your servant, 

Talos

 

Chapter 4

 

Aldora was less than pleased when she discovered that Alton had left her mother to greet guests by her lonesome.

She'd managed, for the third time, to evade her maids-of-honour. The girls meant well enough, but they were also sticklers for tradition and had been instrumental in keeping her distracted and sequestered away. The entire affair was becoming bothersome; what was, in essence, a simple business transaction had become such an event. She couldn't wait for the thing to be over and for all the guests to leave. 

She paused by the second floor windows and gazed out over the lawn. It was easy to get a head full of the ebb and flow of the garden party's dynamic from this angle, and her keen eyes tracked individuals as they bowed, curtsied, spoke, and sparred. She should be out there. Down there. Seeing to her interests and building social capital. As much as she needed the time to herself to recover from the events of the last year, she hated being so far removed from things, and while she trusted Alton to handle the manoeuvring...

Wait. Where was her fiancée?

He had a particular graceful way of moving, even when intoxicated, and yet she did not spot him. Were he there he'd be the centre of the party's social flow, directing and using it, but the connections had collapsed into a random series of collisions and interactions. It was organic, unplanned, and inefficient. From its state she judged that he'd been gone for at least an hour.

Her fingers lay along the window's pane as she sought him in vain, brow furrowing, frown deepening.

There was her mother. Standing, leaning against a lawn-table, talking to Brigadier Wilson. By their postures it looked like he was upset, and she trying to placate him. Alton Bartleby was nowhere to be seen.

She might have to hurt him. She hiked up the hem of her wedding gown and stormed down the stairs. Wedding tradition or no, her mother shouldn't have to shoulder hostess duties. Not in her condition.

 

***

 

Aldora did her best to ignore the looks of surprise on the faces of her guests. It was a major faux pas for the bride to make an appearance, but not one that was insurmountable. A part of her mind, the part not occupied with concern for her mother or anger at her fiancée, was already hard at work coming up with a strategy to turn her presence from social mistake to avante guarde innovation. Within the month she'd have brides bucking the conventions and hosting their own wedding parties from Southampton to Prague. It was only a matter of the right attitude in the right ears, and thankfully, many of those ears were here at her party.

Concern washed the strategy away and she almost broke into a run when she saw the state her mother was in. The sweat on her brow, the slackness of her lips, the way her shoulders sagged -- none of it had been clearly visible from above. Alton could wait. There'd be plenty of time for recrimination on their honeymoon.

To her surprise, instead of the expression of weary endurance she'd expected, as she drew near she could see that her mother was quite pleased. So pleased, in fact, that when she noticed her daughter approaching there were no words of disapproval at her premature appearance.

"Aldora, look!" Her mother gestured towards the guest she'd been speaking to. "It's Grayson! He managed to make it home for your wedding. Isn't that splendid?"

Time seemed to slow to a molasses pace as Aldora's gaze zeroed in on the face of the man in front of her. As impossible as his attendance was, there was no mistaking her brother. She remembered the shape of his cheekbones, the slight curve to his grin, the deep blue of the eyes that mirrored her own, the noble bearing from the last time she'd seen his face, high above the city of London

She stopped, her heart thundering in her ears. Every instinct screamed that she should run, but all she could do was stare dumbly at the man, unable to comprehend how such a thing could be possible. The world around her funneled itself into a narrow path that lead only to him, the conversation around the pair turning tinny and indistinct.

Grayson regarded her with that cocksure expression that she'd hated while growing up, hat tilted back on his head, long coat buttoned up to mid-breast. 

"You look surprised to see me, sister," he said in a tone dripping with subtle mockery.

"You're not here," she whispered. "You can't be here."

"All you all right, dear?" her mother said, taking a step in her direction. "You're not overdoing it, are you?"

Aldora felt as frail as her mother looked. It hit her in a rush, everything she'd endured through since her brother had died a year-and-a-half ago. Facing Grayson aboard his airship and discovering that he, her flesh and blood, was the pirate preying on a blockaded London.  Dealing with the death of her long-time lover, Penny's father Henry, at the hands of the Spanish madman Sarsosa in the jungles of Mexico. Her captivity in Istanbul, fooled into falling for a man who only wanted her as a bargaining chip with the European Powers. 

"Aldora, dear?"

Her mother didn't know any of it. Her father knew a little of the last, Penny a little of the matter of her father, but nobody -- not even Alton -- knew what toll the magnitude of  emotional battering had taken, how much pain she'd been trying to ignore. She hadn't told anyone, she hadn't grieved, she hadn't allowed herself the luxury of that weakness. It wasn't how she'd been raised; it wasn't the Fiske way.

She felt hands gently guiding her to the pavilion tent's shade. 

"Alton," she said, turning to the footman escorting her. "Charles, fetch Alton."

Eyes were upon her, sympathetic and concerned. There was no shame in being overcome at the sight of her estranged brother; it was her wedding after all, even though none but Aldora knew Grayson for the horror he represented.

"I say, are you all right, dear sister?"

She ignored the dead man's faux concern, focusing for the moment on her father's footman. "Charles, I need my fiancée. Where's Alton?"

Alton didn't know that Grayson had been the pirate, either. She hadn't told him. She hadn't told anyone.

"I'm afraid I don't know, Miss." Charles said.

"Alton left in the company of John Fuller," Mary said. "Assisting him with some police matter. John's the constable, now, dear. Did you know that? Can you imagine? Little Johnny Fuller, constable?"

"Alton left?" Aldora echoed. 

Alton would have known... even without knowing why, he would have known that something was off with Grayson. That this man was an impostor. 

She turned, focusing on Grayson. "Who are you?"

"I say, you must be overcome," Grayson said. "It's Grayson, your brother."

The nervousness she had felt was replaced with rage from a very deep and very red well. Part of it was directed at Alton, but he wasn't here. Instead, it was focused on this con-artist, this charlatan, this disgusting creature masquerading as her kin.

The rage drove the weakness from her limbs and she rose, trembling with fury to level a finger at Grayson. "This man is not my brother."

"What?" Mary said. "Aldora what are you saying?"

"I don't know what your game is, sir." Strength filled her trembling voice, and the man masquerading as Grayson took a step back as she advanced. "I don't know what you hope to gain here, but I do know that you're not Grayson Fiske. You've done your homework, I'll give you that. You have the voice. The look. The posture."

"What are you saying, sister?" Grayson asked. "I fear you're overcome--"

"You've done very well, but you made one unforgivable mistake."

The garden party, entranced by the dramatic exchange, held its collective breath.

"My brother is dead."

Her mother gasped, eyes darting towards the impostor. Instead of the fear or anger Aldora expected from being revealed, his face acquired a curious slackness as expression left it, as if the man had given up any masquerade of pretending to be her brother at all. His hand slipped into his jacket.

"Charles!" Aldora shouted. "He's got a weapon!"

The valet was in motion before the words had even left her lips, the hors d'oeuvre tray in his hands swinging like a discus towards the impostor's arm. Charles had been with her father for years, ostensibly his manservant, but perhaps he might be seen more accurately as his bodyguard. She'd always admired him a little, since she was but a girl, for his capability and for the fact that he'd taught her how to handle herself in a brawl. He had done some sort of work for the War Department in the past -- what, she wasn't sure -- but Charles was one of the most quietly formidable men she knew.

It was thus a tremendous surprise when Grayson took both the expertly swung tray and the followup jab to the sternum in stride, barely staggering, and giving the man a great shove with his forearms. Charles went sprawling, managing to roll and spring back to his feet, a look of shock on his own face.

He pulled Mary away from the impostor. "Get back, mum. Something's very wrong about--"

He was cut off by screams from the crowd as Grayson spun, tearing his jacket open to reveal the ruin of burnt flesh below. He -- or, as Aldora had to think of him, it -- wore no shirt, displaying the frayed and ragged ends of its flesh almost proudly. Where flesh left off -- almost a quarter of its torso, in rough and jagged patches -- copper took over, both thick fixed and reflective segmented plates. What had once been her brother's corpse -- smashed and burned from the airship crash that had brought him back to earth -- had been reinforced and replaced by some sort of steam and galvanic clockwork. 

It lashed out with an arm of brass and flesh, clipping Charles across the face and sending him spinning away. 

Aldora grabbed her mother by the arm, running with the stunned woman away from the abomination.

 

***

 

What happened next was a confused jumble that, in her shaken state, Aldora could scarcely follow. The dead-Grayson-thing moved faster than her eye could follow, copper ridges along its forearms seeming to blur as it shoved its way through the crowd. Everywhere it shoved against someone up spouted a small geyser of blood, and Aldora realised that the blurriness was caused by small whirling blades set along its arms. Some of the braver men and servants tried to stop it, to get in its way, buying Aldora precious moments to usher her mother back to the house.

The screams and cries of the garden party echoed in her ears as she half-carried her mother through the door. She desperately wanted to go back to help the hapless guests, to punish this thing masquerading as her brother, but her mother's wellbeing came first. 

They reached the stairs just as her father descended from above. "I heard a commotion, what's--"

"It's Grayson." Aldora's mother's was breathing in great rasping gasps. "He's here, and oh, Lucian, he's hurting people!"

"Grayson?" Her father frowned, starting down the stairs.

Aldora grabbed him by the bicep. "Father, no. It's... it's not him. It isn't human. It's something else. Something dangerous."

There was a crash below as something smashed into the side of the house. Lucian Fiske locked gazes with his daughter, his expression grim, then started down the stairs once more.

"It's dangerous. For mother."

Lucian hesitated, then regarded his wife. The woman was leaning against the banister, clinging to Aldora, body slumped.

"Very well." He took his wife's arm, supporting her across his shoulder. "Let's get her to my study. The doors are sturdy enough to withstand this impostor, and we can wait for Charles while we telegraph for help."

There was a tremendous crash as they reached the landing, as Grayson smashed bodily through the glass doors below. His jacket and trousers hung in tatters from his frame, dead puckered flesh and shining brass splattered with gore.

"Grayson?" Lucian's voice was barely a whisper.

Grayson's head tilted, birdlike, towards the trio. His firmly set mouth twisted into a rictus grin.

"We need to move." Aldora pulled on her mother's arm, and Lucian followed. "Take mother to the study. I'll meet you there."

"Are you sure--"

From the lower floor Grayson crouched low before springing forth, leaping halfway up the stairs, the hardwood splintering where he landed. Aldora pushed her parents down the hall towards the study, turning back as Grayson made a second great leap to land precariously on the second floor railing, knees bent, shoulders slack, like some terrible species of great ape.

"Fiske," he hissed, jaw clenched, eyes narrowed, corpse face mere inches from Aldora.

She didn't hesitate, body in motion before she even considered the tactics of the situation. 

She dropped almost prone and kicked out with her leg, smashing her wedding boots into the cedar supports of the rail her dead brother crouched upon. The heels snapped off, but the supports were knocked out of place.

The entire rail shuddered and groaned.

Grayson attempted to leap off of the rail, but the shift in balance only served to collapse the railing more quickly. He tumbled back, falling to land flat on his back on the ground floor below with a tremendous crash.

Aldora watched, blood in her heart freezing as he started to rise. 

She ran off down the hall after her parents.

 

***

 

Aldora almost crashed into James's large form as the engineer stepped out into the hall.

"What's going on?" he asked, closing the door behind him.

"James!" Aldora glanced behind, but Grayson hadn't made his way up the stairs yet. "Where are the girls?"

"Playing a game," James said, tilting his head to look past her down the hall. "They've hidden, and I'm to find them. At least, I think those are the rules."

"I pray they're well hidden," Aldora said.

"I believe I heard screaming?"

"There's a man, some sort of clockwork man, half flesh and half machine. He's attacked the guests, and is now after my parents."

"A clockwork man?" James's voice dropped low. "Do you mean a galvanic resurrection?"

"I don't know," Aldora said. "He looks like my deceased brother, only parts of his body have been replaced by machines, and he has copper piping all through his flesh--"

"It's something else, then. Something new. We've got to find the girls."

There was a sudden crash and the floor seemed to erupt at their feet. Aldora shoved James, knocking him back from the explosion of carpeting and debris.

Grayson crouched for a moment next to the hole he'd smashed up through, eyes seeming to glow, that terrible grin yet on his face. 

He swung a brass fist towards Aldora. James pulled her away and took the strike square in the chest. The impact knocked him back into a mirror on the wall, shattering its glass and shredding the back of his waistcoat. 

"Go!" James staggered forward towards the machine-man.

Aldora hesitated only a moment before running. James was a strong and powerful man, capable of holding his own against entire mobs of people, and Penny was canny enough to keep herself and Xin Yan hidden, but her parents -- they weren't used to this kind of danger. They were elderly, fragile, and without her to watch over them...

She did the best she could to ignore the sounds of James's struggles as she left him behind.

 

***

 

Aldora found her parents having just arrived in the study. Lucian had taken a pistol from a lock-box atop a bookcase, and her mother had nearly collapsed in one of the chairs, drawing in big gasps of rattling breath.

"Aldora," her father asked, "what is that thing?"

Aldora closed the study doors. "I don't know what it is, but that thing is not your son."

"It is, it is," Mary wailed. "My boy, my son, my Grayson. What have they done to him?"

"I don't know." Aldora dragged one of the bookcases towards the doors.

Her father moved to help. "It is him... or his body."

"He showed up downstairs," Mary explained. "For the wedding, you see. I thought he was a little stiff, but it's quite the flight from Paris."

"Mother..."

"I couldn't tell how wrong he was, not wrapped up in that coat. But you, Aldora. You could tell." Her mother paused. "No. You knew. You already knew he was dead."

"What?" her father asked, setting his end of the case down.

"She knew Grayson was dead, Lucian. Somehow Aldora knew."

"Help me get this into place." Aldora rocked the bookcase.

"How did you know?" her father asked. "We haven't heard from Grayson since he left to go to school in Paris. He's always kept in touch with you. Had you heard something?"

"Why wouldn't you tell us?"

"Is this really the time?" Aldora asked, doing her best to move the bookshelf on her own.

"Answer me, girl." her father frowned.

"Please?"

"He... he's dead. Alright? Can we leave it at that?"

"His body... it looked broken. Burnt," Mary said weakly.

Her father moved to her side, hand in hers, palm on her forehead. "Take it easy, my love."

"What happened to my boy?"

Aldora's shoulders slumped. They needed to know. They deserved to know, and she deserved the consequences. "I killed him."

Her mother's eyes widened. "What?"

Aldora turned from the door, face drawn. "Do you remember those air-pirates blockading London last year? That was Grayson. He was their leader. As soon as I'd heard their populist rhetoric, I knew it was him. I could tell."

"What are you saying?" her father said quietly.

"I had to stop him. It had to be me. The city was starving. And who could stop a Fiske but another Fiske?"

"You killed him?" Her mother closed her eyes. "Your brother?"

"I had to," Aldora said. "He was family. I killed him and left his body to crash to the ground with his airship. When no remains were discovered, I believed them destroyed on impact."

"You killed your brother," Lucian said. "My son. And you were planning to go on letting us believe him alive?"

"You didn't need to know." Aldora's voice gained an edge of frost. "You never cared what we were up to unless it endangers the Fiske name. Well, be proud of me, father, for I made bloody certain that none would learn of Grayson's shame."

Her mother sobbed quietly. Her father stared at the study's wooden floorboards.

The door was shoved open, bookcase knocked aside as James half-collapsed into the room. His waistcoat was bloodstained and torn in half down the middle of his back, and there was a shallow cut across his forehead. His breath came rapidly.

"James, is he--" Aldora said.

"He's on his way," James said, his solid form muscling the bookcase into place. "I knocked him through the solarium, but he won't be delayed for long. That table -- mahogany? Help me move it."

Aldora grabbed one end. "Are you hurt?"

"Nothing serious. He's tremendously strong, though."

"What is..." Lucian turned to the fireplace and began stoking the embers with an iron poker. "What has been done to my son?"

"It's not a galvanic resurrection," James said, grunting with effort. "Something else. Something new. A combination of biology and clockwork. Immensely strong, but quick. Nimble. Entirely impervious to pain and entirely lacking in weak points."

"How can we stop it." Aldora asked. It was much easier to call it "it".

"Massive structural trauma," James said. "The vital points -- heart, brain, spine -- are either vestigial or cased in brass. We'll need to literally rend it limb from limb."

"That's my son you're talking about!" Mary moaned.

"No it isn't. Not any more," James said. "I don't know what it is, but the flesh is necrotic, as inert as the brass which moves it."

"You're horrid."

James seemed taken aback. "I'm what?"

"Just see to the barricade," Lucian said, weariness in his voice. He sat next to his wife on the arm of her chair, poker loose in his hand.

There was a sudden slam as something threw itself against the door. James rushed to the bookcase they'd moved, bracing it with his body. 

Aldora joined him immediately after. The frame shuddered with the force of the impact as whatever was out there, whatever was masquerading as Grayson Fiske, slammed itself against the barrier again. And again.

"Fiiiisssskkkeee," the voice came long and low. "You cannot hide forever, Fiske."

Lucian's grip on the poker tightened and his face paled. "How dare you use my son in such a manner."

"I dare many things, Mr. Fiske. You will see. After I kill your worthless daughter."

Aldora tensed, but the thundering against the door did not come again. 

 

***

 

James slumped to sit on the ground, back braced against the bookcase.

"Aldora," her father said. "Kindly see to Mr. Wainwright's scalp wound. There's a roll of bandages in the cabinet."

"It's not bad," James said, half-heartedly waving her away. "A shallow laceration."

"It's rather broad," Aldora said, wrapping cool cloth around his head. "Stay still."

"Something animates it," James said. "Though what, I am unable to speculate."

"You said it wasn't Galvanics?" Lucian asked.

"Not one of the resurrected nor a Galvanic clockwork," James said. "It's too... coherent for the former, and I carry a device that would short out the latter." He pulled a bent and broken sprocket out of his waistcoat pocket. "It had no effect. I don't know what this is."

"It's my son," Lucian said, rubbing his wife's shoulders. "Or it was. Deliberately. Whoever set this upon us meant for it to injure in more than the physical."

"Maybe they thought you ignorant of his death?" James said. "An assassin, sent to get close before striking."

"Only Aldora knew," Lucian said. 

"It didn't seem to expect that I'd unmask it," Aldora said quietly. 

"Small favours," Lucian said.

There was a sudden slam against the door. Aldora and James rose, standing to brace against their barricade more firmly.

"Fiiiiiiske," the voice hissed. "Open the door, Fiske. Send your daughter out."

"What does she have to do with this?" Lucian demanded.

"She is the one I've come for."

"I do believe I'm far more comfortable in here," Aldora said. "I'm afraid I must decline your invitation."

There was a sudden small squeal, followed by an unladylike curse from beyond the door. "Your daughters will be sorry to hear that, Fiske. They so wish you to come out and play in their stead."

"Penelope?" Aldora asked.

"Don't come out!" the girl's voice was muffled. "It's a trap!"

"You will open up and take your due, Fiske, or I peel her like a grape."

"You monster!" Lucian said.

"Or maybe I start with the other girl? Tell me, Fiske, which should I kill now, which should I save for later?"

"Xin Yan?" James said, his usual monotone gaining an edge of panic. "He has Xin Yan."

"James--"

The engineer took the iron poker from Lucian's hand. A darkness had descended over his countenance."Get out of the way."

Aldora stepped away, hands flitting to her lips. "You cannot hope to stand against him."

James didn't falter as he pushed the table and bookcase out of the way. "He has my daughter. Close the door after me."

The big man gripped the poker tightly, and threw the door open.

 

***

sBlockade Smashed, London Freed

London, AP -- London was freed from the grip of terror last night when the massive blockading airships plaguing her skies were disabled by one Mr. Jack Fowler, 32. Fowler, an American expatriate, took it upon himself to save the city by flying his light aircraft up to the pirates and take the battle directly to them.

While he was successful in his endeavour, Mr. Fowler did not survive the desperate assault. He managed to set the two blockading ships upon one another, causing a mid-air collision. No recognisable remains have been recovered; Fowler's involvement is known only through the wreckage of his craft and a handwritten note found in his apartment by his landlord.

Conflicting witness reports indicate that Fowler had a companion when he set off from the airfield where his craft was stored; no further evidence of a second person has been uncovered. The Home Office has declared Mr. Jack Fowler the Hero of London, and a statue has been commissioned in his honour.

Several small fires were caused by the flaming debris falling over the neighbourhood of Southampton. Nothing of value was lost.

Chapter 5

 

"I fill this cup to one made up of loveliness alone," Alton Bartleby sang, hands in his pockets, walking up the Fiske estate's long drive. "A woman, of her gentle sex, the seeming paragon..."

"Something's not right, Mr. Bartleby," Constable Fuller gestured up towards where the garden party had been, now empty of guests.

Alton checked his pocket-watch. "I've got hours yet before the ceremony. Oh, Aldora will be ever so cross if they've had to move the reception inside." He glanced at the sky. "Weather seems fine, though."

"The pavilion tent's all asunder," Fuller said. "Perhaps it was a wind storm?" 

Bartleby's eyes took in the details of the scene as they approached. Upturned tables. Parasol shafts snapped in half. A gaping hole in the solarium's glass wall. It looked as though a crowd had rioted. Or had been driven into a panic. "Something untoward has happened here."

"Do you fancy, Mr. London Detective?"

"A struggle. Someone. Someones. Fighting." 

He crouched to the lawn as they reached the scene, running his fingers through it. "Blood. Judging by the spray I'd say it was someone with a blade, just ripping his way through the crowd. Towards the house."

"I'll go fetch the rifle from my office." Constable Fuller left at a jog.

"You go do that," Alton rose. His gaze flickered over the grass, noting its patterns, a mental map forming to indicate where those present had fled. Most of those present had run towards the estate chapel or garages, perhaps making their way to the gates and the safety of town. 

A particular set of prints caught his attention. "Aldora."

She'd been there. Confronted the aggressor. He'd pursued her inside. 

Alton made haste towards the shattered patio doors. Just beyond them one of the maids was sweeping up shards of broken glass.

"What's happened here?" he asked.

The maid stammered, fear in her eyes.

"Alton." Aldora emerged from the kitchen hall, wedding dress torn, makeup smeared. She approached him with quick steps, and the maid hastily backed away, out of the room.

"Aldora, sweetheart, are you--"

The slap across his face fairly knocked the taste of bourbon out of his mouth.

"I give you one task, Alton Bartleby," she spoke quickly, the words pouring out of her mouth in a torrent. "One simple task, to assist my mother in greeting the guests. The entire wedding, our wedding, this day that has been years in coming, and you have but one responsibility. And what do you do?"

"Aldora, I was--"

She slapped him again, harder, and Alton almost collapsed against the hallway's frame. "I don't care where you were or what you were doing, Alton. I don't care about your excuses. You weren't here, where I needed you to be. You were off on some distraction, being an irresponsible sot, while some mad combination of man and machine was trying to kill me, kill my family."

Bartleby stared at her wordlessly, eyes wide.

She raised her hand again and he flinched. "Were you here, Alton, you might have noticed something off about the man purporting to be my brother. Were you here, Alton, you might have been able to head him off before he attacked our guests. Were you here, Alton Bartleby, helping my mother with the guests, she might still be, might not be..."

"Mary?" Bartleby asked. "Aldora, is your mother alright?"

Adora grabbed him by the hair and slammed his head back against the wall with a sudden viciousness. He cried out and clutched his head, slumping to the floor.

"She is unwell, Alton, and I blame you for this in its entirety." She squatted next to him, hand iron around his throat. "If my mother dies because of your drunken irresponsibility, there will be nowhere you can run, nowhere you can hide, nowhere you can go to escape my wrath. Your brilliant mind will avail you not when it's scattered across the cobblestones of whatever hole you crawl away to. I am saying that if my mother dies, I will kill you. Do we have an understanding?"

Alton stared, wide-eyed, at his fiancée. "Y-yes!"

"Good." Aldora stood, wiping the dust from her hands. "Clean yourself up and join James in my father's workshop. Maybe he has some use for you. I do not."

 

***

 

James's hands twisted as he pulled Grayson Fiske's arm from its socket with a crisp meaty sound that reminded Alton of the lobster he'd had for dinner the night prior. Little of his fiancée's brother's body was yet flesh, but the connective tissue still had an unpleasant organic quality to it.

"You can hardly fault the woman for being cross, Bartleby." James peered at the ball-joint at the arm's end through a pair of multi-lensed articulated goggles. "Your absence nearly resulted in her and her parents' demise."

"This goes beyond cross." He sat on a stool well away from the table where his partner worked, far enough that he couldn't quite see the details of the investigation but near enough to hold a conversation. "She threatened my life. And I think she meant it this time."

Alton had joined his partner in the machinist shop near the centre of town, where James had taken Grayson's remains after dispatching him. It showed uncharacteristic social grace on the part of the engineer to have taken the fallen Fiske son from the estate and his distraught family. Alton was proud of him.

"It's only natural that she feels let down." James turned the arm over in his hand.

"But that's the key to my persona. Alton Bartleby, incorrigible rogue, dashing away from his responsibilities to pursue whatever's caught my eye. I cannot imagine that she'd have been surprised."

James paused and set the arm carefully alongside the rest of Grayson's carefully disassembled remains. The chest cavity had been pried open and its contents removed, organs of copper and brass. Some of it had been badly damaged in the melee that had ensued between the mechanical man and the furious engineer, but James had managed to disable it with minimal destruction. His hands, face, and arms bore small lacerations and bruising that spoke of the injuries he'd suffered in the process.

"Bartleby, I find it difficult to reconcile your general social aptitudes with the conclusions you're drawing in this matter."

"What do you mean?"

"This game of identity you play. With the perceptions of others. Making them see you as you wish to be seen. It doesn't usually extend to deceiving yourself as well."

"I'm afraid I've no idea--"

"Stop." The word came quietly. "Bartleby. Alton. Please. You know how I am. You know that even in the best of times I simply disregard the verbal games that you and Aldora delight in. These games of subtext and meaning and double-layered speech. I am but a simple engineer, and I don't have the time or patience to parse meanings coached within meanings."

"Your directness is one of the qualities I most value in you, James."

"Then listen now, and let me speak plain." He turned back to the half-corpse half-machine laid out before him. "You've told me, again and again, over the years of your engagement that it was a sham, a show played for the benefit of a society so that you and Aldora might live the lives you choose without need of further obligation."

"This is so."

"You've said it meaningless, unimportant, something lacking in emotional resonance for the pair of you. You know me, Bartleby. Emotion isn't something I particularly care for or understand." James held his hands up, their backs towards his partner. They were lacerated, but most of the blood caking his nails was not his own.

"I've let the girl, Xin Yan, into my heart in a way that I was ill prepared for, Bartleby. She makes me feel like the father I'd wished I had, and when she is threatened, this terrible rage settles upon me, coupled with a blood-lust I can scarcely comprehend. I do not like feeling its intensity. I don't like losing control over what I feel, or what it makes me do. It terrifies me, and this is the sum total of my emotional comprehension."

Alton remained silent.

James turned and leaned against the edge of the examination table. "I may not understand these feelings, but I acknowledge that they make me act irrationally. And I see you -- the drinking, the false flippancy, the self-deception, the protestations in word and deed regarding how little this marriage means to you--"

"James--"

"Bartleby, please. I see you act this way, and I cannot comprehend this level of self-deception. I don't know what you feel about Aldora and your marriage, but I know you feel it. I know you suffer, and I find myself wondering how many layers of personal obfuscation you've buried it under."

"It's complicated," Alton said.

"Of that I've no doubt. But think on this, Bartleby. Even I can tell. What does Aldora see, she who is as keen as you with her insights into the hearts of others?"

"I..."

James turned back to the body. "I might make the suggestion, dear friend, that you invest the time required to find out what it is that you do feel, lest you be the last to know."

They sat in silence for a small eternity, Alton's face burning. He kept trying to find the flaws in James's observations, but all he came up with were excuses. He brushed them aside, digging deeper into himself, into his reasoning. He typically avoided such reflections; what lay beneath was not to be taken lightly.

"I'm worried about her," he said.

"Aldora?"

"Yes. I overheard her and an old classmate in the hall earlier. The woman was baiting Aldora, clearly trying to get a rise out of her."

James chuckled. "How did she respond?"

Bartleby shrugged. "She... she didn't. Not substantially. She just took it, you know? Made pleasant conversation in the face of increasingly personal insults."

"That doesn't sound like her."

"No it does not." Alton stood and walked over to the table, gazing down at the dissected automaton without really seeing it. "It was so unlike her, James. The Aldora I know would have cocked an eyebrow, smiled a little, then proceeded to verbally tear the girl apart."

"Perhaps she's distracted," James suggested. "With the wedding and all. Or maybe she's simply become more patient."

"No," the bridegroom said. "It lies deeper than that. She's gone through a lot the last year, and I think she blames herself for a good deal of it. Penny's father was killed because she didn't reach him in time. She failed to recognise Cemal Bey for the monster he was in Istanbul. Having to... lose her brother. I think she let Regina get away with abusing her out of a masochistic need to punish herself."

James frowned. "A masochistic need to be punished does not bode well for our current circumstance, Bartleby."

"I am afraid that until she confronts and admits the pain's she suffered she will be missing that vital spark that makes her so beautifully formidable." 

They fell silent again, James studying his partner's down-turned expression curiously.

Alton cleared his throat. "So. This. Ah. This impostor."

"It's an astounding simulacrum," James said. "A mending of dead flesh and clockwork the likes of which I've never before seen."

"You said it wasn't one of the resurrected. Is it a new sort of automaton?" Bartleby slid off of his stool and joined James by the table.

"It's a new sort of something." James lifted the thing's head, rotating it to show Alton the gap in the skull's crown. "The brain-case had been hollowed out and reinforced, replaced with a galvanic power cell. Nothing of the original man remains. Remember the Spider?"

"Human nervous system in a clockwork body?"

"This is the opposite. Sort of. Very little flesh remains. The organs have been scooped out, and the bones replaced with reinforced brass and copper, creating an exoskeleton covered with flesh. What remains of the man this once was is little more than a disguise."

"That's ghastly."

"What's even more interesting are the devices that its manufacturers replaced the organs with."

"Like this?" Bartleby indicated a cubic mass of gears and flanges.

"Yes. This, my friend, is the most sophisticated analytical engine I've ever come across. It fits, in its entirety, within the hollowed out chest cavity of our friend here, and controls its motor functions."

"How is that possible?"

James held up another device. "With this. It's a wireless telegraphy receiver. It translates the radiographic impulses that are sent to it into commands for the body to obey. Speakers in the body's throat translate text into speech using enough of the original corpse's physiology that it even sounded like Aldora's brother."

Alton took the device and turned it over in his hands.

"What troubles me is that the individual components seem to have been produced in Lucian Fiske's facilities," James said. "Look at the stampings. If Aldora's father is involved--"

"He isn't," Alton said, handing it back. "My own investigations revealed a string of thefts from his storehouses. Whoever built this... thing... did it with pilfered Fiske parts. Lucian would have no need to steal from himself."

"Small favours," James said.

"How close would someone have to be to transmit commands to this construct?" Alton asked.

"Depends on the size of the transmitter as much as the receiver," James said. "But the further away the controller is, the more delay there would be in commands given."

"How keen were the thing's reflexes?"

"Very."

"Then its master must be close by."

"Within this very town, I would hazard."

Bartleby picked up the skull. "What sort of commands does the controller give the machine? What can it do?"

James poked at the analytical engine with his spanner. "There appears to be two modes to the control scheme. Firstly, there are a number of pre-planned routines built into the mechanism. I haven't had the chance to fully examine them, but from what contemporary automations are capable of I would assume routines to walk without falling, maybe open doors, perform simple tasks."

"Swing a weapon or fire a rifle?" 

"Perhaps, though it'd be fairly rudimentary. It might be able to target the nearest moving object and fire without aiming, really. But there's also a means to control each joint individually to take a sort of direct control, rather than relying on routines. That's what we were seeing when this creature attacked... someone had taken direct control of it, to a frightful effect."

Alton pursed his lips, James's revelations roiling within his head. The warehouse and its contents retreated into a dull grey periphery, and a series of images began to flash across his mind's eye in quick succession. The skull, the wireless receiver, the missing parts from the factory, the routes the missing men had taken before disappearing. Possibilities and probabilities warred within his brain, challenging and defeating one another in microseconds as one potential rose from the ashes of the others within him, bubbling to his lips in the form of a question. "This wireless telegraphy. Is the signal directed towards one receiver or an array?"

"As I understand it, theoretically any capable receiver would pick up the broadcast signal."

The image became crisp in his mind, a group of men, armed with rifles, marching and firing in unison. Not a group, a unit. On a battlefield. The tactical implications of these cog-driven men was astounding, particularly with the extrapolation of where the technology could go. With embedded call-signs, entire companies could be controlled from afar. With hundreds of soldiers firing hundreds of guns, the inability to aim would not be a factor.

"A new age of war," he said.

"I beg your pardon?" James said.

"But how could they manage?" Alton put the skull back down. "How could the controller see you well enough to coordinate his attacks, James?"

"That I can't tell you, not yet. There is a means of transmission, but it looks like it only translates ambient sound into a telegraphic signal."

"Are you saying that they can hear us?"

"Oh, no, I'd disconnected the transmitter from its power source as soon as we arrived."

"So this workshop is the last place it transmitted from?"

"Yes." James stopped, tilting his head slightly. "Oh."

"Yes, 'oh'." Alton cast his eyes about the lab, then held up a hand, closing his eyes, ears straining.

James waited, unmoving.

"Oh, bloody hell."

As soon as 'hell' left his lips powerful fists drove themselves through the light corrugated cargo doors. Bloodied brass-and-flesh hands gripped the edges of the holes they'd made..

Alton ran towards the back of the workshop, skidding to a stop as the back-door was torn from its hinges. A half-man stood in the ruined doorway, the flesh-side of his face drooping, the other side of his skull gleaming brass. Other figures could be seen behind him, bits of copper and brass glinting.

The shop's cargo doors started to lift, and James hastened to hold them closed. His muscles strained as he put his weight on the door's lip. "I can't keep it closed long," he said.

Bartleby ran to the workshop's table, grabbing the lantern off of its surface. "The window! Be ready!"

James nodded.

Bartleby hurled the lantern towards the back of the shop. The glass shattered in front of the machine-men coming in through the back, fire spreading quickly. It did not seem to faze them, and they marched through the heat, heedless of how the oil's flames licked at their dead flesh.

"The window!"

James bolted from the door, allowing it spring up and reveal another half-dozen automatons. He took three steps towards the workshop's tinted windows and then leapt, curling on himself in mid-air to protect his face from the shattering glass. Bartleby followed shortly behind him.

"How many of them are there?" James asked.

"I counted at least two dozen," Alton said. "More than have been reported missing. I don't know who the others could be."

"Look!" James pointed towards the town. 

Fires raged among the buildings, and in their light the detectives could see terrified locals running from slowly moving shambling forms that glinted in the burning light. There were easily several dozen of the cogsmen.

"How are there so many?"

Alton brushed off the question. "We've got to make for the Fiske estate. It's the most defensible structure."

"Xin Yan--"

"And Aldora, yes. We've got to see to them."

There was a crashing behind them as the burning machine-men smashed their way through the window they'd leapt through.

"Move!" Bartleby said.

The detectives made their way through the fire-lit streets, easily outmanoeuvring the shambling machine-men. Their foes moved slowly, unnaturally, jerking into new directions suddenly, swinging saw-equipped limbs at anyone or anything that got in their way. Many of them acted in unison, turning towards a new target as one, attacking in tandem. As the pair made their way back towards the Fiske estate, a broader picture began to form within Bartleby's mind, and he saw them not as individual actors, but as pawns on a chessboard, moving as part of a greater plan.

It was not a comforting thought.

 

***

On the Feasibility of Creating Organic Automatons

By James Wainwright

RGEA mcl

 

PROSPECTUS: While we are all familiar with galvanic electricity's capability to resurrect dead tissue, the problem with such resurrections has always been one of control. Those brought back from death are often bestial in nature, their oxygen starved brains reduced to a feral state that is alternately both terrible and childlike[1]. Various means have been attempted to address this unsuitability; brass shock collars, neurological lobe grafts, extractions and recycling of cerebral fluid, all with minimal success. What if, the scientist asks, the flawed human mind could be removed from the equation entirely? What if one could construct a complex analytical engine to take over the motive functions of the brain? This paper will attempt, in part, to not only discuss the feasibility of such a path, but also the advisability from a moral and ethical standpoint[2].

 

 

[1] see On the Functions of the Scissorman by James Wainwright, RGEA Journal v.17 number 6, 1907

[2] see Brief Observation of Neurological Disruption by James Wainwright, RGEA Journal v.17 number 4, 1907

Chapter 6

 

Charles and Constable Fuller were erecting a barricade in front of the main hall's doors when Bartleby and James returned to the manor house. They were admitted, and quickly helped move the heavy hall banquet table into position. Many of the days' guests and townsfolk had taken refuge inside the manor, including both the Brigadier and Regina, but just as many had gone missing. Aldora was doing her best to keep everyone calm, and watched the detectives' arrival with trepidation. 

James immediately crossed to where his adopted daughter stood huddled with Penelope.

"How bad is it out there?" Brigadier Wilson asked.

"Dozens of them raising havoc throughout town," Alton said. "Though they're converging on the estate."

A frown set itself firmly on Aldora's face, a bit of spite in her words. "In no small part due to your leading them here."

"No," Alton said. "They're deployed in a spiral pattern, and given the town's layout they're intending to funnel refugees here. Whatever malign intelligence commands these creatures wants us concentrated here."

"That makes little sense," Aldora said. "The Fiske estate is the most defensible structure in Hillshire."

"Built on the very hill the town is named after," Alton said. "And yet, there you have it. How does your mother fare?"

Her thoughts turned to the woman resting in her bedchamber. "Recovering. Father's sitting with her."

"Begging your pardon." Brigadier Wilson interposed himself between the two. "But you said that the machine-men are trying to herd everyone here. Perhaps the prudent thing would be to regroup elsewhere?"

"Regardless of their intentions, we're better off fortifying ourselves here." Aldora moved to the barricaded window, peering past the bookcases blocking it. "They've almost passed the main gates and will be upon the grounds at any moment."

"All the more reason to evacuate." Brigadier Wilson stood and turned to address the assembled guests and refugees. "While the Fiske estate is certainly defensible, the enemy has surely anticipated this and remaining plays into their hands. We should mobilise immediately."

Murmurs of assent rippled through the crowd, and a few guests began edging towards the main hall's exits.

"Please remain calm," Aldora said. The last thing they needed was a panic. "Father has sent a request for aid via his wireless telegraphy machine. If we secure ourselves here--"

"You will forgive us if we do not defer to your civilian assurances in this case." Brigadier Wilson said. "But speaking from military experience, one does not make the plan the enemy makes most appealing."

"It's obviously a trick," the Viscount agreed.

"A trap of some sort?" Regina asked.

"Without doubt," the Brigadier confirmed.

"If you would please just listen to me--" Aldora said, surprised at the slight whine entering her voice. She was not used to her suggestions being so soundly rejected.

"Listen to you?" Regina Worth said, stepping free from the crowd. "Listen to you, when you can't even organise a simple wedding without it becoming a deadly embarrassment?"

"Regina," Aldora said, unable to believe her ears.

"Look at you," the woman said. "I used to look up to you, you know. Fear you. Respect you. We all did. Aldora Fiske, quick-witted mistress of the social season, the woman who with but a single word could make or ruin the aspirations of any Lady in London."

Aldora's face burned, but she didn't have the stomach to disagree.

"You can't talk to her like that--" Penny stepped up to defend her guardian.

"No, do go on," Aldora said. "You have some point, I assume?"

Regina let a mocking laugh roll from her lips. "Is that the fierce tongue that I used to cower from? Oh, Aldora, you've changed. I don't mean to be insensitive--"

"Of course not," Brigadier Wilson agreed, his voice soothing. "You've been through so much in the last year, Miss Fiske. It's understandable."

"I'm perfectly--"

"Oh, but dear, you're not." Regina almost sounded sympathetic. "Kidnapped twice in the last two years? People are talking, dear."

"Oh really?" Aldora felt a dead calm settle over herself. "And what are they saying?"

"That you're unwell." Regina put a hand on Aldora's shoulder, and it took a good deal of self control for the gentlewoman not to break the woman's wrist.

"She saved us," Penny said. "Me, and the film people. And stopped the soldiers."

"Brave deeds indeed, but hardly befitting a gentlewoman," Regina said. "And the business in Istanbul, being held by that foreign prince, held hostage--"

Aldora stepped away from Regina. The pity in her voice was a thousand times worse than the scorn.

"We've all been worried, dear. The way you've been acting. Your nerves. Especially after that false brother of yours showed up..."

"My nerves."

"So you can understand why we might defer to the Brigadier in this manner?" Regina asked.

"My nerves are not your concern," Aldora turned back to the crowd. She had to give them a chance, had to explain. If only they'd listen. "And I can assure you that my recent misfortunes do not change the fact that we've nowhere to go. The machine-men are at our gates, they've taken the town, and we've nowhere to go beyond it for miles. If we run, they'll hunt us down like dogs."

"We have to do something," Brigadier Wilson said. "Given your fragile mental state, we would be remiss in taking your advice at this time."

"We should listen to the Brigadier," Regina said.

 A chorus of agreement followed. Aldora turned, and saw nothing but faces filled with concern and pity, but empty of confidence in her. A small seed of panic began to well up from the pit of her soul.

A piercing whistle came from the balcony above. Alton Bartleby stood there, leaning on the railing. "I have a difference of opinion."

"I'm sure that you do," the Brigadier called up to him. "But wine makes fools of us all."

"I can assure you, sir, that after that flight through town, I'm as sober as a church-mouse." Alton idly twiddled his walking stick. "You all saw the destruction wrought by my fiancée's brother's impostor." He started descending the staircase to the others. "Well. I can tell you. The creatures beyond those walls are no less formidable."

"All the more reason to make a rapid withdrawal."

"I'm certain that they've anticipated that, dear Brigadier. As you may recall, they are deployed in a spiral pattern. I choose the term deploy with care; they act in concert with a tactical mind guiding their efforts."

"Are you saying you believe they're acting as a military unit, Mr Bartleby?"

He stopped in front of the Brigadier. "That's Commander, sir. You forget; I am a naval man. Attended the academy in Dartmouth. Served aboard the Benbow during the war in Zanzibar. I can assure you, I know a military deployment when I see it."

The Brigadier stroked his moustache absently. Aldora could see that his estimation of her fiancée had shifted abruptly. "So, Commander, you would disagree with a tactical retreat?"

"In this case, yes." Bartleby turned.

Most of those in the crowd were staring at Alton with a shock that Aldora could understand. Alton lived a very public life when it came to his vices, but played his virtues close to his chest. Chief among those was his military service. She knew that her fiancée had witnessed terrible things near the end of his service, things he did not like to speak or even think of.

"We're facing a secret foe with unknown capabilities and superior technology. In his examination of the false-Grayson, Mr. Wainwright discovered wireless telegraphy technology enabling instant communications and coordination between the machine-men."

"It's worse than that," James spoke up. "Don't think of them as individual automatons. Think of them like a colony of ants, acting in unison with a singular drive, goal, and motivating force."

Bartleby nodded. "You see? Whomever controls them controls all of them directly, like the fingers of a single hand."

He whirled, stick pointing towards Regina near the window. "Miss Worth! What are they doing at this moment?"

Regina started, then peered out through the window. "They've gathered at the gate and along the fence. Just... standing there."

"What are they doing?" Penny asked. "Why don't they attack?"

Bartleby gave an unpleasant chuckle and resumed his pacing before the assembled. He was in top form, the showman, drawing his audience into his presentation. This was the man Aldora could trust. This was the man she could marry.

"They're giving us the opportunity to flee. I surmise that should we retreat to the house's northern exposure, we'd see no massed forces near our means of egress."

"So. They do want us to leave," the Brigadier said.

"You owe Aldora an apology," Penny said.

"Being correct doesn't make her nerves any more stable," Regina said.

Aldora caught a look of dark irritation crossing Alton's face, but it vanished almost as soon as it had appeared. She chose to believe that it was a protective impulse, and not just aggravation at the unpleasant Worth woman.

"Regardless, evacuation is not an option -- and they'll soon realise that we've no intent to flee."

"What do you recommend, Commander?" The Brigadier deferred to his technical subordinate without realising it.

"We organise a defence. Mr. Miller, you're the warehouse foreman. Take James, Charles, and some of the larger men and barricade the ground floor's doors and windows. Constable Fuller, Brigadier, take the rest of the men and arm yourselves from whatever you can find. I'll draw up a quick floor-plan and assign defencive positions. The women can either join the menfolk or secure themselves with the young girls in the cellar."

"I want to help--" Penny began.

James stopped on his way to join the others and knelt by the girl. "Penny, I cannot keep an eye on Xin Yan. I need you to do it for me. Can you watch her? Keep her safe?"

Penny looked down at the younger girl. "Okay. Okay, James."

James nodded, tousled the girl's hair awkwardly, then continued briskly on his way.

"And what would you have me do?" Aldora spoke quietly, reaching out to Alton's arm. "You heard the others. They have no confidence in me."

"It doesn't matter what they think," Alton said.

"Until it does. That's why we're here, after all."

"Is it?"

"Alton..."

"Aldora." He clasped her hand. "We have much to speak of, you and I. I... our arrangement... well. This is neither the time nor the place."

"But soon."

"Yes, luv, soon. For now, though, I need to know you're safe. Go and join your parents."

"They're not exactly pleased with me right now."

"I know. Be brave."

A smile quirked at her mouth. "Thank you. For... for taking charge."

A chuckle forced its way out of Alton's throat. "Being a busybody is what I do best. Now get a move on; there's work to be done."

"As you wish, Commander."

 

***

 

Lucian Fiske was standing near the glass doors leading out to the bedroom's balcony when Aldora arrived. Her mother rested, still, on the bed.

"Alton says they want us to make a run for it," Aldora said, walking up behind her father. "We're to fortify in the house."

"That will be easier on your mother," Lucian said. "I don't think she could manage any sort of flight."

"How is she?"

"Unwell."

"Father--"

"You have wronged me, daughter."

Aldora stared at the mechanical men waiting on the other side of the gate. "I had no choice."

"You killed your brother."

"He was killing London."

"You killed my heir. You have cut the throat of the Fiske line."

Aldora put a hand on the door's pane, feeling the cool glass under her palm. "This isn't about Grayson. It's about the blood."

"You killed my son, but that I can forgive. As you said, you had reason."

"He was sick," Aldora said. "Poisoned by the venom of Anarchy running through the Parisian cafes he frequented."

"He was always wilful. Ungrateful. But he was of our line, Aldora. The end of our line. You killed the Fiske name, and that I cannot forgive."

She looked at him sharply. "You can forgive the loss of your son but not our name?"

"The world is full of lost young men, Aldora. There is only one Fiske line. Maybe if I'd made you and Grayson study our genealogy as my father forced me, you would understand the magnitude of this loss."

"I know it was important to you, father, but what can I do?"

He looked down at her. "You can give back to me what you've taken."

"What? I can't bring Grayson back from the dead--"

"Not the son. The line."

"What?"

"Give me a child. Oh, Alton isn't an ideal genetic mix, but the Bartleby name isn't without its worth. If you go back far enough. And a Fiske is a Fiske, even if that Fiske is called a Bartleby."

Aldora stared out the window in silence, her heart beating faster. "What if that Fiske is a Robinson?"

"Robinson?" Lucian paused, then slowly turned towards his daughter. "The girl you adopted. She's your--"

"She doesn't know. No one knows, no one but the father, and he's gone."

Lucian turned back towards the window. "I will keep your secret and be satisfied. But if she is a Fiske, then she must be raised as one."

"I understand."

"Penelope." Her father smiled. "She'll do quite nicely."

Aldora rested her forehead against the glass, wondering if her daughter would ever forgive this deception.

 

***

Last Kidnapped European Returns Home

London, AP -- The nightmare has ended for the last of four European notables to return home from captivity in the Ottoman Empire. Miss Aldora Fiske of Kensington joins the other captives, Comte Montagni of Pisa, Mr. Frank Herbert of Austin, Texas, and Mr. Hans Brugmann of Heinz in their freedom. Miss Fiske declined to comment on the matter, citing a need to rest after her ordeal, but it is reported that she had stayed behind to see the investigation through.

The four European notables were taken while on holiday at the invitation of Ottoman Empire ruling Young Turk party member Cemal Yavuzade Bey. Papers discovered strongly implicated Yavuzade as part of the plot, but he was found innocent by Ottoman courts. Many have criticised this ruling, citing the evidence against him, and some go so far as to suggest that he was freed to prevent implicating the party.

Whatever the true matter, the Bey was assassinated by a woman implicated in the plot herself. Their relation to one another, and to Miss Aldora Fiske herself, is at this stage unknown.

While Miss Fiske declined to give an interview, sources within the London social scene report that Miss Fiske and her long-time fiancée Mr. Alton Bartleby have set a date for their wedding, so one can only assume she has resolved to get on with her life the way a strong British woman should.

Chapter 7

 

The defenders were armed with whatever they could manage. Charles and a few of the other staff had hunting rifles taken from the study, and some of the men had pistols. The Brigadier had his dress sabre, and a few of the others wielded the estate's decorative swords with variable skill. Most of the guests, however, had to make do with tools and implements pressed into service as weapons. The kitchen had been a trove, providing knives, ladles, rolling pins, and fireplace pokers. So armed, the men stood vigil awaiting the onslaught, while the women and children secured themselves in the cellar.

The cogsmen launched their attack to some unseen signal, the enhanced hydraulics in their legs making bounding the fence a trivial task. The sheer speed of their coordinated rush up the hill to the base of the estate was proof enough that any attempts at escape would have been easily thwarted. The defenders with firearms scarcely had time for a single ineffectual volley before the cogsmen had arrived.

Alton's plan had placed guardians at the most likely points of ingress based on ability; James and Charles were placed at two of the busiest choke-points, the engineer wielding his spanner like a mace while the footman spun his spent rifle like a quarterstaff. Both were skilled enough to keep the cogsmen facing them at bay; it seemed that these cogsmen were individually far less formidable than Grayson had been. Their attacks were rudimentary, wild swings of brass-lined fists that were none-the-less powerful enough to be a threat.

Alton kept on the move, his mind engaged with the tactics of the situation, joining a defender here, moving a man to a different window t here, chess moves made only seconds before they needed to be.

The Brigadier thrust his sabre into the chest cavity of one of the cogsmen. "I keep stabbing but they keep coming!" 

It did not falter, reaching for the older man until Bartleby broke its wrist with a swing of his walking stick. 

"They've no hearts or organs, just cogs and flanges," he said.

Constable Fuller's truncheon bounced ineffectually off of the skull of the invader at his window. "Mr. Wainwright, how did you stop Grayson?"

"I was angry." James was fighting defensively, bringing his spanner to bear against his attacker, slapping each of its clumsy swings aside.

"We don't need to stop them, just slow them down," Bartleby said.

"For how long?" 

"Until the Home Office dispatches military assistance from London," the Brigadier said. "Lucian has wired the Viscount for assistance."

"We're hours from London," Alton said.

"I can't keep this up for hours," Fuller said.

"Strike to disable," Alton lunged past the constable to thrust the brass head of his walking stick against a cogsman's elbow with a crack. The lower half of the invader's arm hung loose from its side.

"The joints are structural weak points," James confirmed. "Elbows. Wrists. Knees."

"If they cannot effectively attack they'll need to regroup for repairs," Alton said. That would buy him the time he needed to come up with another plan. Truthfully, though, things were grim. There was little chance they could keep them at bay until help arrived.

Despite his misgivings, the defenders seemed inspired by his words. They fought with renewed vigour, striking at the joints of their brass-lined foes. The cogsmen made no attempts to defend themselves, and it wasn't long before few were capable of attacking effectively.

"We've done it!" the Brigadier said. A general cheer rose from the beleaguered defenders.

Seemingly as one, the cogsmen backed away from the manor walls, incapacitated limbs dangling.

"Get ready for the second act," Bartleby said grimly.

The Brigadier turned towards him. "Second act?"

Outside, all three dozen cogsmen stood together, lined up and facing the house. Their mouths opened in unison, and they spoke with one voice.

"FIIIIIIIIIIISKE!"

"Oh dear," Bartleby said. That couldn't be good.

 

***

 

Upstairs Aldora slowly opened the doors to the balcony. The cogsmen screamed her name again, a long, hate-filled, drawn-out sound. She hadn't recognised it the first time, when it had spoken with her brother's voice, but as a chorus she knew instantly who their true foe was.

"Aldora--"

"He means me, father."

Her father looked at her quickly. "You know who's behind this?"

"Sarsosa." She stepped out onto the balcony.

 

***

 

"Who?" the Brigadier asked.

"Jago Sarsosa," Bartleby looked in the direction of the Fiske bedroom. "Aldora travelled to the jungles of Mexico to find a missing expedition. Sarsosa was the man who had taken them."

"The man who wanted to use that predictive Babbage engine to perpetuate a state of eternal war," James said.

"The man who killed my father." Penny had crept up from the cellar, a determined look on her face. Xin Yan watched from the corner.

"Penny--" Bartleby started towards the girl.

"But it can't be. He's dead. Aldora killed him. She told me."

"FIIIIIIIIIIIISKE!"

"He sounds in remarkable health for a dead man," the Brigadier said.

 

***

 

"Sarsosa." The word left Aldora's mouth a whisper, but the cogsmen on the lawn below turned their heads towards her in unison.

"Fiske. So nice to see you again. So glad I could help your brother make an appearance on this, the day of your nuptials."

"Didn't I kill you?"

"It takes more than a woman's treachery to derail my destiny, Fiske."

"What is it you want, monster?" Lucian glared down at the dead faces below the balcony.

"From you?" the cogsmen chuckled. "Nothing. I have already taken what I needed from your facilities and your people."

"Then go and leave us be."

"Ah, but your daughter and I have unfinished business. Surrender yourself to me, Fiske, and I will let the rest go unharmed."

Aldora smirked. "Even if I believed for one moment that you would hold to such a promise--"

"I am still man enough to honour my word, Fiske. The superior man need not rely on treachery."

"And what do you call attending my wedding in the guise of my brother?"

The cogsmen grinned. All of them. "A simple jest, that's all."

"Even if I believed your word, I do think it wiser to remain here, within the manor, and wait for reinforcements from London."

"So smug. So sure," Sarsosa mocked. "Tell me, Fiske, what makes you think they received your message?"

"They responded in kind--"

"And tell me, Fiske, if I can meld flesh and brass, what makes you think I cannot intercept wireless telegraphy?"

Aldora looked to her father. "Can he?"

 

***

 

"It's possible." James drummed his fingers along the wall as he considered the Brigadier's question. "He would receive the signal, surely, given his wireless control of these machine-men. He could certainly respond."

"Could he have blocked the signal from reaching the relay to London?" Alton asked.

"This isn't my area of expertise, but I can see a few ways it might be done."

Alton folded his arms.

"What if he's lying?" Constable Fuller asked.

"If it was a bluff his counter wouldn't be to wait us out," Alton said.

 

***

 

"Take your time," the cogsmen said. "My army is tireless. Ageless. It does not hunger, and is eternally patient -- as am I, Fiske. We will repair, I will make another dozen from the townsfolk I have taken, and we will knock on your doors once more. Surrender and the others may go. If I have to come in and collect you... well. I simply cannot vouch for their safety."

Aldora hesitated.

"You cannot go to him," Lucian said.

"I can beat him again."

"You cannot say that for sure."

"I'm a Fiske, father. As you are so fond of reminding me."

"So was Grayson."

Aldora flinched, ever so slightly.

"Luck doesn't hold forever, dear," he said. "And what sort of man would I be if I let you expose yourself to danger while I crept away?"

"A sensible one?"

Alton spoke from the doorway. "He's right, Aldora."

"Don't you start."

"How do you suppose this would play out? You agree, and the Constable and Brigadier stumble all over themselves to protect this delicate flower of Ladyhood from the Spaniard and his machines."

"Alton--"

"And then I'd be honour-bound as your fiancée to back them up and you well know I cannot babysit and save the day at the same time."

"You're making entirely too much sense. I think I prefer you drunk."

Alton laughed. "No, please, pet, listen."

"'Pet?'"

"I know your instinct is to let yourself be taken and try and come up with some solution on the fly, but I need more time than that."

"Time for what?"

"Time to find Sarsosa wireless broadcast location, so we can shut it down and neutralise his cogsmen."

Aldora shook her head. "I can handle it."

"No, you can't."

She glowered. "I've handled worse before."

"You were better before."

Aldora rounded on her fiancée, sudden anger in her eyes. "What?"

Lucian put a gentle hand on his daughter's shoulder. "Dear, he's right."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean that you've lost a part of yourself," Bartleby said. "Some quintessential fragment, left behind in Mexico or Istanbul."

"You have no right -- you don't know what I've gone through!"

Alton spoke gently. "No, I don't. I can't. I can only draw from what I know of myself. My last tour in the Royal Navy ended in the expedition to Benin. I was not prepared for it, for real war, for being ordered into an amphibious assault. I was not prepared to kill with my... to kill. I was not prepared for the looting and burning that followed, not prepared to watch the men and officers I had respected and served along turning into vengeful savages."

Aldora watched her fiancée silently.

"I pulled a few strings and entered semi-retirement, but I left a part of myself behind. My innocence? My faith in my government and my navy? I felt betrayed. I had given myself over to the illusion of what the Royal Navy, of what the Empire presents itself as, and it let me down."

Aldora dropped her eyes. "Alton."

"I don't know what exactly happened in Istanbul, dear. I respect your privacy on the matter, but I see the pain in your eyes and it's a hollowness I know all too well."

He put a hand under her chin, lifting her gaze to his. "You will recover. You will heal. You will recapture that spark that's fizzled, but it won't be quick. And until you do, until that sparks burns oh so brilliantly within you, you won't be that unstoppable Aldora Fiske that single-handedly defeated Jago Sarsosa and saved us from his mad vision. Until then, you cannot do this on your own."

His voice broke, and though she knew it was calculated she so wanted to believe in his emotion. "Until then, please, let me help you. Let me make you great again."

She tore away from him, wiping her eyes on her sleeve. "Oh, Alton... fine. Yes. Make your plan. I'll follow it."

He straightened up. "Join us downstairs. You've a role to play in the final act."

Lucian Fiske watched his daughter's fiancée depart. "You've chosen well."

"I know," Aldora said. "He makes it easy to forget sometimes, but... I know."

 

***

 

Once Aldora and Lucian had joined the defenders, the group reconvened in the dining room, save for Charles and the other servants, who kept watch on the now-silent cogsmen.

"We should be isolated enough that they can't hear us," James said.

"Excellent," Bartleby said. "All right. We cannot count on rescue from London, and if we wait too long Sarsosa will have bolstered his forces beyond our ability to withstand."

"So what would you have us do?" the Brigadier asked.

"Firstly, James and Mr. Fiske are going to cross the village to the wireless relay tower and disable it. That should disable the cogsmen."

"I'm uncomfortable with placing my father in danger."

Alton shook his head. "This is the safest course of action, Aldora. And I don't think James is knowledgeable enough about wireless telegraphy to do it on his own."

James nodded. "It will be an honour to work with you, Mr. Fiske."

"While they disable the relay, Aldora will seek out Jago Sarsosa."

"What, alone?" Constable Fuller asked.

"The key to our success is that Aldora, James, and Mr. Fiske slip past the cogsmen undetected, and that means we send out as few people as possible. Aldora is the only one who knows Sarsosa in the slightest."

"I don't like the idea of her confronting him alone," Fuller said.

"She'll stand a better chance of success if she doesn't have to mollycoddle--"

Aldora put a hand on Bartleby's arm. "He is welcome to accompany me."

"Are you up to this task?" Lucian asked.

"I'll have to be," Aldora said. "And if you and James disable the cogsmen, I can handle Sarsosa."

"And the rest of us?" the Brigadier asked.

"We're the decoy," Alton said. "This plan depends on Sarsosa remaining ignorant to our intentions until it's too late. The rest of us must remain visible and active. Walk the balconies. Peer out the windows."

"He'll be looking for Aldora," Regina said.

"True." Alton tapped his lip. "You look about the right size. Aldora, do you mind if Regina borrows from your wardrobe to perpetuate a masquerade?"

"A capital idea," Aldora said through her smile. "Though I'm afraid you'll need to pad the bust a little."

Regina's mouth dropped open. "Yes, well, I suppose we can take some of the excess padding from the bustle."

Bartleby rapped his knuckles on the table. "Okay! Good! Great! You all know your parts. I'd say let's put those plans into action. And remember -- if Sarsosa becomes aware of our deception, he will strike, so don't let your guard down, and be prepared to fight. Above all, we must keep him from suspecting that any of us have departed."

The Brigadier stopped him as the others left. "A word, Mr. Bartleby?"

"Yes?"

"You are, I must admit, a capable officer with a keen tactical wit."

"Oh. Well, thank you, sir."

"I am not unfamiliar with the reputation you carry in London. Why is it that you masquerade so?"

Alton hesitated, then folded his arms. "I've seen action abroad, Brigadier, and I've seen the London social season, and I cannot rightly say which is the more vicious. In war, at least, there are lulls in the shelling, the fighting. There are no such reprieves in social politics, and the conflicts have been waged longer than the Hundred-Years War. I will tell you this, but only because you seem a man who does not involve himself on that battlefield.

"Call it a ruse, call it a feint, but I prefer my foes and potential foes to underestimate me. Let them think of Alton Bartleby as a rogue, and let them forget how keen is my wit. Give people the image of you that they want to see, Brigadier, and they'll never look any deeper."

"I can't say that I understand," the Brigadier said. "But I thank you your honesty. I will not underestimate you again."

"And that is why I keep it close to my chest," Bartleby grinned.

 

***

 

Aldora opened the door to her mother's bedroom quietly, the light from the hall forging a path through the darkness that lead to the still form on the bed.

"Aldora?" Her mother's voice sounded so weak.

She slipped into the room, pulling the door shut behind her. "How are you feeling?"

"Not so well, but I manage. How are things outside? How is your father?"

"Father is shaken but unharmed." She sat on the bed alongside the woman who had given birth to her.

"And your fiancée?"

"Alton is doing better."

She could hear her mother settling back onto the bed. "That's nice."

Aldora found her mother's hand in the darkness. It felt like ice in her hand, and she held it close to warm it up.

"You were always such an obedient child," Mary said. "Not like your brother. Grayson... your father and I did the best that we could with him."

"It wasn't your fault," Aldora said. "The way he ended up--"

"It wasn't your fault," her mother echoed. "I loved him, but... you did what you had to do. I understand, perhaps even more than Lucian does."

"Mother..."

Her mother placed her other hand upon hers. "If I forgive you, can you promise that you will try to forgive yourself?"

Aldora remained silent, hot tears filling her eyes.

"Please?"

She wiped her eyes dry. "Yes, Mother. I will try."

"That's a good girl. Do your mother a favour, Aldora, and close the fire's air vent? It's getting uncomfortably warm in here."

Aldora slowly turned to regard the cool and flameless fireplace in the corner of the room. 

"Yes, mother." She tried very hard to keep the anguish from her voice. "I'll send Charles up with some cool towels."

 

***

Missing Expedition Recovered

London, AP -- American Motion Picture producer Edward Girnwood's expedition into Mexico's Lacandon Jungle has been recovered by London's Gentlemen Explorer's Adventure Club in a rescue mission financed and sponsored by one Miss Aldora Fiske. Lead by Colonel George Isley, the club had dispatched to Central America in search of the missing expedition last month.

The expedition had entered the jungle while filming a documentary of Mr. Charles Babbage, who had spent some time in Mexico decades before. While there they were kidnapped by local bandits, and were held in poor conditions until rescued by Isley's rescue mission. Sadly, their guide, Henry Robinson, 30, had already been executed by the bandits. His surviving daughter was graciously adopted by the Sponsor, Miss Aldora Fiske.

Among those missing was veteran London stage star Carvel White. Mr. White is reportedly exhausted from his ordeal, but otherwise in good health.

Chapter 8

 

These were not the men she had grown up with, Aldora was forced to remind herself. They were empty shells, inanimate flesh, turned into a mockery of the human form. These were nothing more than remains that had been desecrated, their insides scooped out and replaced with mechanism most foul. Somewhere, far away, an old enemy was controlling them like puppets. His was the malign intelligence that she contended with. These men of cogs and brass were simply his weapons.

That didn't make it any easier for her when she stopped behind the corner of the stable while the former baker Mr. Cotter shambled by, one of his hands replaced by a circular saw. She'd been to see him but a week before to make arrangements for the wedding cake, but her memories of him were older, more primal, those of a girl who would sneak into town to get a pastry. Her moves were silent now because she had honed the talent for stealth then, to evade tutors and governesses when the mood struck her.

Was this why father had never seriously chided her for her girlhood escapes? He put such a watchful defence upon her in her youth, but expressed no more than a tsk when she was caught. Perhaps he simply expected that, as a Fiske, her life would be a dangerous one. Perhaps he was, in his own way, trying to prepare her for the life she was destined to lead.

Or, perhaps, he was simply a neglectful parent with concerns beyond where his daughter was getting up to.

John Fuller waited behind her, his breath loud to her alert ears. He'd been a constant companion in those days, when they were young, before it was quite improper for boys and girls to play together unattended. As they'd aged she hadn't been ignorant to his feelings for her, but ignored them as was expedient to do. Even if she had returned his affections they could never be together. It was kinder, less painful to pretend his attentions were entirely platonic.

The baker shambled on towards its unknown goal, and Aldora took the opportunity to slip by, letting his broad back provide cover from his fellow cogsmen. John followed only a moment behind.

Its. Its back. There was nothing human left in that shell, let alone anything male.

Their path took them behind the topiary leading from the stable past the tennis court. Aldora could see cogsmen scattered seemingly randomly across the lawn, but there was a pattern to it. There had to be. Jago Sarsosa was a military man, a practical man, not one given to arbitrary decisions. No, she had little doubt that her opponent had placed his chess-pieces with precision and intent. 

It was easier to think of them as pawns and rooks than as the defiled dead, and in her mind the problem became one of the board. She was a lone king on a field of rooks, and their line of sight was the threat they projected. Their vision was, no doubt, keen with machine precision, so she could not count on flagging intention as she would with human sentries.

She glanced back at the constable. She wasn't alone. She had someone to protect. Wasn't that the way it always was?

A light thrumming at her wrist drew her attention. She drew back the sleeve of her blouse, regarding the leather and brass bracer that had been strapped to her forearm. Her eyes closed and she concentrated on its pulsing.

 

.- -.. ...- .- -. -.-. . / ..... / -.-- .- .-. -.. ... / -. --- .-. - .... / - .... . -. / .. -. - --- / --. .- .-. .- --. .

 

Morse code, from Alton, transmitted to her through the portable wireless telegraphy device he'd given her. A quick glance back at the house showed Bartleby in her father's study, watching her through the upper window, spyglass in hand. 

A smirk quirked at her lips. When her fiancée rose to the occasion, he didn't do so by half-measures.

"Move now, John."

She launched into a run, no hesitation in her steps, her companion a moment behind. Alton Bartleby's intuitive tactical sense was keen, and she trusted it even if she didn't always trust his intentions. She followed his instructions as they came, pulses against her heartbeat, running, stopping, ducking behind statuary or falling flat. There was very little room for error, even in his calculations, and several times she feared that John was going to trip or fall or get caught. She was grateful that the plan had called her to give Regina the wedding dress to wear; it gave her the opportunity to change into a far more sensible sport skirt and woollen blouse.

With Alton, working together, they could make it away.

 

***

 

Alton lowered the spyglass he held, setting it on the windowsill.

"They made it." He turned to address Miss Worth. "She's over the wall."

"That was amazing," Miss Worth said. "I've never seen anything like it."

Bartleby walked to the wireless telegraphy transmitter, sitting before its controls like an organist about to play. "It was nothing special. I'll send word to James and Mr. Fiske."

He was keenly aware of her proximity as she walked up behind him. "Don't downplay your capabilities, Mr. Bartleby. I swear, you're like a general, commanding his troops and moving us into the positions you desire us to be in."

He paused, eyes shifting in her direction, then back to the telegraph broadcaster. Muted clicks sounded as he composed a message.

"Tell me, Mr. Bartleby -- how is it that you can communicate with both Aldora and her father? And keep Jago from overhearing what you have to say?"

"I trust that when I send a missive that Aldora and her father are both keen enough to discern who it is meant for. And as for Jago, we're not transmitting in the standard telegraphy bands. Neither are they, and the Cogsmen's instructions are not in Morse code in any event."

"You're just trusting that he isn't listening." Her hands lit upon his shoulders.

Bartleby leaned back, shifting into her touch. "Hope is all we've got at the moment."

"You must be under a great deal of stress," Miss Worth said. "Your shoulder muscles are so tense."

Bartleby stood suddenly, rising and grabbing her wrists in his hands. She yelped and tried to pull away, but he held her fast.

"Just what do you think you're doing?"

"Let me go!"

"Are you seriously trying to flirt with me here? Now? While we're surrounded by half-dead half-machine soldiers?"

"Let go!"

"How deep does this pathological obsession with showing up my fiancée run?" Alton pushed her away. "Since our moment of introduction you've been all but flashing your ankles at me, trying to entice me."

Miss Worth's face reddened. "Stress is causing you to have strange imaginings, Mr. Bartleby--"

"Coy now? We both know you the coquette, Regina." Bartleby pulled a cigarette from his breast pocket. "At first I was simply amused, but your inferiority complex has grown tiresome."

Regina turned and stormed towards the hall. "I don't need to listen to this--"

Bartleby stepped past her, kicking the door shut. "Don't be daft, woman. You're Aldora visiting her fiancée while under duress. Storm out now and Jago takes a closer look, and our charade cannot withstand close inspection. Much like your own."

"You needn't be so cruel!"

"Oh, tears now." He struck a match, lighting a cigarette. "Brilliant. Look, Miss Worth, were I a man of less honour I would simply have my way with you and let you leave thinking yourself the winner. I've no doubt you'd attempt to hold my infidelity over Aldora's head like some sort of sword of Damocles, leaving her unsure as to when it would fall and cut her socially to the quick, yes?"

Her face went ashen, then darkened. "You... disgusting man..."

"Don't misunderstand me, woman. You're comely enough a wench, but as I said, I am a man of honour, and would not dream of taking advantage of you in that way. Aldora and I have... will have... a certain marital understanding. An illusion that London Society is all too willing to indulge us in, even as our appetites may individually lay elsewhere. We could share a tryst, you and I--"

"Horrid, horrid, man!" Despite her words, Regina Worth seemed almost spellbound by Alton's words.

"We could share a tryst and Aldora would think the less of me only for my poor taste. Should your tongue wag, the height of Society would deem you nothing but a jealous spinster."

Miss Worth pushed him away, retreating to near the door.

"See what a gentleman I am?" Alton said. "Now, so informed, should you still wish a dalliance I can gently inform you that I need my wits about me until this matter be resolved. If you're willing to wait--"

"Why are you being so cruel to me?"

The laughter left Alton's voice and his eyes grew cold. "Because no matter Aldora's and my relationship, make no mistake that she is precious to me. Since the moment we met your sole purpose has seemed to be to cause pain to someone I care rather deeply about. This alone is sufficient to make you my enemy, but your clumsy flirtations have earned you my contempt."

"You don't know what it's like!"

"I should hope not."

"Growing up with Aldora. Going to school with her. Always in her shadow, no matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried."

Bartleby shrugged and turned back to the telegraphy machine. "Such is the way of the world."

"Worst of all, it's because I know that it's not unfair! She's always outdoing me because she is better. Smarter. More charismatic. More beautiful. More graceful. Everything I've ever been taught that's good about me, everything that makes me special, with Aldora she's always that much better than I am."

Bartleby said nothing.

Regina wiped the tears from her eyes. "She makes me feel so inferior. Like she's so perfect. And I hate her for it. When that Sarsosa fellow showed up and started to decry Aldora, I agreed with him. I understand him. I feel the same. What kind of monster does that make me?"

Bartleby was there, then, arms around her, and for a moment she panicked, feeling his closeness, his male embrace.

His words were soothing. "She's not perfect. You of all people should know this. Aldora has her demons. She hides it better than most, that's all. She's flawed, as flawed as I am, as flawed as you are. We're all... I don't know. Broken. Some in small ways, others fundamentally. But that is where our humanity lies, Miss Worth."

Alton stepped back, her tears staining his surcoat. "What turns flawed men into monsters like Sarsosa is the inability to let go. He now lives his life defined by his hatred of Aldora Fiske. Whatever he was, whatever he could have been, whatever life is left for a monster like what he has become -- it's gone, now, crushed by his obsession. Don't take that route, Miss Worth."

She lay her head against his chest. He let her rest there, letting her taste brief human contact, a glimmer of intimacy. This was neither the time nor place for more.

He pulled away. "You'd better make another walk across the balcony. Let them see you."

She sniffled and adjusted Aldora's hat upon her head. "Yes, I suppose."

"And if you should need to talk--"

"Why, Mr. Bartleby," Miss Worth smiled sadly. "Such would hardly be proper."

He bowed his head slightly. "You are, of course, correct."

She returned a small curtsy and departed, leaving Alton alone in the study. 

He kept his head bowed, deep in thought, reflecting on the words that he'd spoken. Much of the time when he was talking to someone, the words poured out from his subconscious, the right phrase in the right place, without him even considering them. Much of the time they were empty but harmless, or truths he already knew. Every now and again, these little monologues revealed a something he wasn't consciously aware of.

Aldora. She had suffered such pain over the last year, a hurt he was only dimly aware of. That brilliant part of himself, though, the part that was always working, always watching, never resting, that part of his mind had realised that there was much more to it. The demands upon her were many, and the demand that she have no weaknesses was itself a great source of suffering.

For her. And for those around her.

There was sudden activity at the telegraphy machine.

 

.- - / - .-. .- -. ... -- .. - - . .-. .-.-.-

 

Brilliant. James and Mr. Fiske were at the transmitter. As soon as Aldora had found Jago's hiding place, he'd give them the word, and Sarsosa would be placed into check.

 

***

 

Exalted Sirs,

 

It is my professional opinion that Talos is considerably unsound of mind. He is a danger to himself, those around him, and to the entire organisation. Even before the misfortunes that befell him Talos was a self-centred narcissist suffering from megalomania and delusions of grandeur, and his actions in Mexico reflect that clearly.

The loss of his humanity has been mirrored in his psyche. He no longer considers himself fully human, referring to his remaining flesh as a weakness. He thinks of himself as inherently superior to all others, including the Octovirate, of whom he has spoken disparagingly several times.

He has also become obsessed with Boadicea to the point of near monomania. It is my belief that he will twist whatever authority he is given into a revenge scheme of some sort. He clearly cannot be trusted, no matter how useful of an asset he has become. He does not care for his responsibilities to our organisation, or to you, exalted masters. He is a creature of pure selfish ego, despite the charming demeanour he is sometimes able to masquerade behind. You cannot control him. Do not let him convince you that you can.

My recommendation is that he be retired immediately.

 

Your servant,

Solon

Chapter 9

 

The articulated brass fingers of Jago Sarsosa's hands tore the speaker from the wall and threw it across the mill, wires trailing, sparks flying. It shattered when it hit the opposite wall, its casing shattering, the force of the impact tearing a divot out of the wall's timber.

The technicians manning the portable banks of instruments and controls that had been installed on the mill's floor flinched and ducked out of the way, several turning to stare in open-mouthed shock at their commander's rage.

He was a terrible sight in his rage, more massive than any mere human, the height of a man half-again, bristling with brass and copper augmentation. His entire left side shone under the gas lanterns hung from the wall, its brass casing reflecting the light all the way from fingertips, up his arm to his shoulder, to his finely shaped jaw. The flesh half of his face was twisted into a furious grimace, the cold metal half as implacable as ever.  His metallic chest was bare, his shoulders covered by a dark velvet officer's cape that hung to mid-calf.

He stepped towards what looked like an octagonal brass cage and ripped the door off of its hinges. His yet-living hand pulled the hapless technician inside out of its installed seat and held him aloft.

"What do you mean you've lost contact?" His voice was a grotesque mockery, barely recognisable as human.

The technician struggled in his grip, feet kicking helplessly at the air while he struggled to speak. "All units beyond our immediate broadcast range have ceased reporting!"

Sarsosa let loose a mechanical growl and threw the man to the ground. He turned stiffly and reached into the cage, drawing forth segmented cable. He lifted his cape out of the way, pulled the cable around to his back, and jammed it into a socket between his brass shoulder-blades. His head slumped, and his eyes grew unfocused.

The technician stood, dusting off his simple black military jacket. Like the others working in the mill, he wore the uniform that the Commander demanded without comment.

Sarsosa's jaw drooped open. "I cannot connect to any of the cogsmen beyond the mill grounds."

"I told you, sir, there's no signal!"

His living eye focused on the man. "How can this be? How can she have taken care of all of my soldiers at once?"

One of the other technicians spoke. "Sir, if she disabled the main relay station--"

Sarsosa straightened and yanked the cable out of his back with a crackle.

The technician nearest him stepped forth. "Sir, you'll damage the contact heads--"

A swipe from his brass hand sent the man sprawling. "Of course. She'll be coming here next. How many of our reserves can we activate?"

"Potentially?" The technician stood, wiping blood from his lip. "All of them. Without needing the relay the delay should be insignificant enough, though the signal won't be enough to leave the mill grounds."

"That's all we need," Sarsosa said, turning back to his console. "She will come to us."

"Sir!" The soldier guarding the mill door turned his head. "She's already here!"

"Where?" Sarsosa demanded, spinning to face him, the velvet cape he wore billowing behind him.

The soldier backed away, raising his rifle above his head, into the mill. Each step revealed another inch of sharpened steel levered at his throat, a long rapier held by the hand of Aldora Fiske. Constable fuller followed behind her, rifle in hand.

"Fiske." The fleshy-half of Jago's mouth bared its teeth.

"Sarsosa," Aldora said, eyes flickering briefly towards him. "You've changed. The last time I saw you, you were bleeding to death with a spear in your eye."

Jago's flesh hand traced the brass casing around the crystal that functioned as an eye. "I've got a replacement. Do you like it?"

"It's very pretty," Aldora said. "I think I'll make a brooch out of it. However did you survive?"

Jago laughed, a rough mechanical sound. "Let us just say that it pays to have a wide variety of friends."

"What friends might these be?" Constable Fuller asked.

"Sir," the technician beside Sarsosa whispered. "Should I activate the remaining cogsmen?"

"No." He didn't take his eye away from Aldora. "No, I shall quite relish demolishing Miss Fiske with my own hands."

"You sound confident," Constable fuller said, bringing the rifle up to his shoulder, staring down its barrel at the machine-man.

"I beat you the last time we met," Aldora added.

"You were lucky, and back then I was a mere man." He unfastened his cloak with one hand, passing it to the man beside him. "Behold the new flesh."

A powerful leap sent Jago Sarsosa across the length of the mill, smashing through support beam and machinery alike.

 

***

 

Aldora threw herself aside as he smashed through the mill's doorway, rolling as she hit the ground, coming up again in a crouch. John was knocked aside, rifle spinning from his grasp.

Sarsosa rose to his feet as the structure of the mill shook, shuddered, and slowly collapsed behind him.

"Your men!" Aldora said. "You've destroyed your work, clumsy fool!"

"I can hire more men." Jago advanced on her. "I can build more machines."

Her blade darted forth towards his good eye. He slapped it aside with his brass hand, bringing his knee up when she countered with a low strike. The edge of her blade tore through his trousers and skittered along the brass leg beneath.

"Did you think that my choosing this village as my testing ground was accidental?" he asked, kicking a length of iron pipe towards her that she barely managed to deflect. "They did. Fools. Did not even bat an eye when I suggested your father's facilities as my first conquest."

"Who?" Aldora asked, lashing out again. Her blade cut a thin red line across Sarsosa's forehead.

The man didn't even flinch. "Those who would deem themselves Jago Sarsosa's masters. Their time will come."

He made a sudden, quick grab for her blade, but she managed to pull it from his grasp. "You're even more mad than the last time we fought."

"What you call madness I call enlightenment." Sarsosa caught her across the face with an open-handed slap, the force of which sent her reeling. "You taught me the weakness of human flesh. The frailty of bone."

John stood, having recovered his rifle. "Die, monster!"

He fired off a round at Sarsosa, but the deadly projectile merely ricocheted off of his chest-piece.

"You are still here?" Jago said. Confident strides took him to the constable as the man worked feverishly to chamber another round into the breech of his rifle. 

He'd half-raised it to fire again when the Spanish half-man swatted it out of his grip. Cold brass hands grabbed the constable by his uniform front, and powerful hydralic arms flexed as Sarsosa hurled the man overhead into the debris.

He raised a clenched fist and paused to regard it as he turned to where Aldora had risen "Survival of the fittest. Remember, we spoke of it? Metal is so much more fit than flesh and bone."

"So you're giving up on your humanity?" She watched him warily.

"This way is better." The blood from his wound was dripping over his good eye, but it didn't seem to impair him. "You will come to understand. Well, not you. But the rest of the world."

"And if they refuse you?" Aldora lunged forward, the blade of her rapier slipping between the joints in Sarsosa's hip socket. She gave it a strong jerk, but the sword was trapped.

His brass hand shot out and snagged her wrist, shoving her away with tremendous force, sending her stumbling away backwards onto her seat. "They won't be given the choice."

Sarsosa took a half-step towards her then paused, looking down at his rear leg and the blade sticking out of it. He brought his brass fist down upon it with tremendous force, snapping it in half, then continued his advance.

A sharp pain shot up Aldora's leg as she struggled to rise, and she looked down to discover that a long metal bolt had pierced her calf when she fell. She grimaced and tried to grab a hold of it, but the blood-slicked iron slipped from her grasp.

Jago stopped and regarded her with what might have been pity. "You disappoint me, Fiske. You were so much more formidable when last we fought. What happened to you?"

She grit her teeth, again trying to pull the bolt from her leg.

Sarsosa stepped towards her

"Indeed, how the mighty have fallen!"

Jago's head swivelled and he turned, trying to find the source of the voice.  "Is that your fiancée? Has he come to save you?"

"It's Mister Alton Bartleby to you, sir." The voice, clear and resonant, sounded like it was coming from close by.

"Wait here," Jago said, turning from Aldora. "I shall return with your Bartleby's head and we shall all have a chat."

"Don't bother yourself," Bartleby's voice said. "I can hear you just fine. Go easy on the girl; she's had a rough year."

"Yes." Sarsosa turned in place, slowly, as if scanning for him. "Her life must be very difficult, I am sure."

"Tremendously so. Why, just in the past year she's had to kill her brother."

"I was surprised when I heard. I did not think her capable of such a ruthless act."

"It was an act of mercy!" Aldora spat. "He was sick, the way you are. A mad dog."

Sarsosa chuckled. "And you would put me down out of kindness? It seems to me that you suffer more-so than I."

"You might not have heard of her kidnapping," Bartleby said.

"Bartleby!" Aldora gasped, reeling from the shock of her fiancée's betrayal.

"Kidnapping?" Sarsosa laughed. "Oh, the trouble you get into, Miss Fiske."

"Oh yes. She fell for a man, you see. Quite the unexpected twist from a woman with such a cold heart."

Sarsosa raised his eyebrow. "Your fiancée may be holding a grudge, Miss Fiske."

"Go to hell."

"I would rather create it."

"He of course was just using her," Bartleby continued. "But she was too love-sick to see his deception for what it was. I do believe that was the first time in years she had let herself be so vulnerable."

"Wise in that," Sarsosa stood, arms folded. "It takes a strong woman to forgo emotion like a man."

"Oh, she is strong," Bartleby continued. "She defeated you, didn't she? But of course, you had just killed her lover."

"Alton, no!"

Sarsosa stopped. "I what?"

"Killed her lover. Oh, you didn't know? In Mexico."

Sarsosa looked towards Aldora with a smirk. "I am afraid you will need to be more specific. I killed many people in Mexico."

Through the pain in her leg, Aldora could barely focus. She felt herself falling, almost, descending as her fiancée exposed her wounds to her enemy. She had worked hard -- so hard -- to appear fierce, invulnerable, untouchable. Alton was one of the few she had admitted her weaknesses to. She had thought she could trust him. She thought she had his discretion. "Alton--"

"Hush." Sarsosa extended his leg, the ball of his foot rocking the bolt sticking through her calf. She screamed in agony.

"The guide," Bartleby said. "Leading the film crew."

"The one who was insolent," Sarsosa said. "Yes. That would make sense, then, why you opposed me so."

He took his foot off of the bolt and sank to one knee alongside Aldora. "Is that it? Did I kill your lost love?"

"Why are you doing this?" Rage and despair and panic and pain mixed together in her voice.

"Because you need to hear it," Bartleby said, stepping out from behind the mill's wreckage. "Because you've been hiding from it. You think you're so strong, Aldora, but all you've done is hide. You cannot banish pain by refusing to acknowledge it. You cannot fake strength by denying your pain."

Sarsosa looked from Alton to Aldora. "Even your fiancée despises you, Fiske. He understands you well enough to hate what you are."

A sob broke from Aldora then, a sound so sudden and raw that even her foe looked shocked. It was all too much, the sudden well of emotion long repressed, mourning for Grayson, for Henry, for poor betrayed Safiya. She felt hurt, she felt sorry for herself, she felt betrayed, like everyone was against her.

She could hear Sarsosa advancing. "Any admiration I once held for you is gone, Fiske. Whatever you were, the woman who defeated me is gone. Now all that remains is this pathetic mewling girl. I will end you, and remember you as the warrior you once were."

The sorrow flowing through her core quickly turned into a red molten fury. Rage at Sarsosa for killing her Henry, for endangering her family, for ruining her wedding. Rage at her brother for making her kill him. Rage at Cemal for betraying her affection. Rage at Alton for exposing her and opening this floodgate of emotions. Rage at herself for making that necessary.

There were no quips. There was no witty repartee. There was no finesse. There was nothing but a scream of fury so profound that it touched the primitive core of the parts of Sarsosa that were still human. He froze, he hesitated as he reached for her, and that was all the opening that Aldora needed.

Still screaming, she rolled to her side, pivoting at the hip as she rose back up onto her right shoulder and elbow. Her legs, locked at the ankles, swung mace-like in an arc towards Jago Sarsosa, slamming the iron bolt still in her calf into his chest with force sufficient to plunge the metal through the chinks in his brass breastbone and into where his heart should have been.

Sarsosa choked out something half-way between the grinding of gears and a helpless gurgle, brass mechanisms convulsing while his still flesh arm hung limply. 

Bartleby was at her side, then, grabbing the machine-man before he could fall on top of her. She didn't look at him, couldn't meet his eyes. Without so much as a grimace she pulled the perforated meat of her calf off of the spike, now firmly embedded in her fallen foe's chest. 

She slipped out of the way and Bartleby let the man drop, the blood-and-grease slicked spike driven up through Sarsosa's back by the force of his fall.

Aldora hobbled to her feet. Bartleby didn't say anything, didn't offer her his hand, didn't do anything but gaze levelly at her. He didn't apologise, didn't offer an explanation, didn't make any excuses.

They stood there for a short eternity, eyes locked, silent.

Bartleby took his hands out of his pockets.

Aldora crumpled, collapsed, fell into her fiancée as he stepped forward to support her, to cradle her, to hold her tight as the tears began to flow in earnest, and the couple didn't move from that spot until they had stopped.

 

***

In my own home.

You send this monster, here, in my own home, wearing the flesh of my departed son.

I am almost blind with rage as I pen this. The lack of respect you have shown me, have shown my house, by sending this creature to me. I wonder what I have done to earn your contempt in such a manner. Did I dither too long? Did you grow tired of my hemming and hawing? I must admit I had my misgivings, with your plans, with your aims, with your silly secondary-school code names, but I never thought you so foolish as to strike at me in this way, in my own home.

I simply cannot abide this lack of respect.

You have called me Sulla in these correspondences and I have humoured you, but I wonder if you even know who these men were, whose names you steal, or if they're just half-remembered words from your secondary school days. Do you know whom you have named me? Sulla marched on Rome twice, my Octovirate, when he found that his supposed allies had moved against him.

As you have clearly moved against me.

Do not contact me again. Stay far from me. Stay far from my daughter. If I even suspect that you have intentions to interfere with us, with our lives, I will bring against you resources you can barely begin to speculate upon. This is a war you cannot weather, and you know what a vengeful man I can be.

Do not make that mistake, or I will not stop until you and your families are dead.

 

I trust you understand.

Sulla

***

 

For a long time, Jago Sarsosa dwelt within a hell of unending agony. That was all that existed for him -- he could see nothing, hear nothing, feel nothing but a constant and almost ambient pain. It did not vary, it did not lessen. There was no way to measure the passage of time; he lacked even a sense of self to distract himself.

He dwelt within it, knowing it to be hell, for an eternity before he began to get used to it. His will was strong, and what would have driven another man mad, he simply forced himself to master. As he gained dominion over it, the pain became transformed into a misty sort of euphoria. The effort made it more difficult to think, but he managed to congratulate himself. 

Once the pain had almost been subdued he could think clearly enough to take stock of his situation. He still couldn't feel his arms or legs. He still couldn't move or speak. 

Footsteps in the darkness. Followed by a shaft of light that resolved itself into a tall rectangle -- a doorway. 

Someone had opened a doorway into the dark room where he was being kept. In its light, after his eye adjusted, he could see that he was suspended in a glass case. He still couldn't feel his body or move, but from the flatness of his vision he determined that his mechanical eye had been removed or destroyed.

He yet lived. His imperfect vision proved that. He felt the muted stirring of hope -- if he lived, then someone had recovered him. Perhaps it was his patrons. Perhaps it was the authorities. It didn't matter; to Jago his survival was proof that fate had more in store for him. He would escape, he would survive, he would bring to the world his great work of unending war. He would have shouted in triumph if he could, but his greatest efforts brought forth no movement.

A figure appeared in the doorway, shadowed in the light, and approached his glass prison. He couldn't make out the features.

"Sarsosa," there was an undercurrent of barely suppressed rage, and he recognised the voice as belonging to the father of his hated foe.

He stared at Lucian Fiske, unable to respond.

"I have kept you alive for the simple reason that I am a vengeful man. You have come to my house, threatened my family, endangered my bloodline. My house, Sarsosa. I do not know if you had the blessing of your masters, but I do not care. Our association has ended, and if they get in my way, I will destroy them."

Jago would have smirked if he could.

"At first I had planned to send you back to them with that message, but I decided a simple letter would suffice. No, I kept you alive because I am a small man. In some ways a petty man. But a vengeful man."

He tapped on Jago's cage. "I have taken your technology, and much of your remaining flesh. What I have left you with is, my technicians assure me, enough to keep you alive indefinitely. They assure me that the opiates they have given you are enough to make sure you can understand my words, so before they run out and return your world of pain, I wanted you to know that as long as I draw breath, so shall you. I'm an old man, Sarsosa, but I've got perhaps a decade left before I leave this world."

He turned to go. "I hope you enjoy our remaining time together as much as I will."

As the drugs faded and the pain returned, Jago very much wanted to scream.

 

***

DREAMS OF THE DAMNED

Arthur Paddock's hand hovered briefly over the brandy, before continuing on past it to the bottle of Gilbey's hidden in the back of his liquor cabinet. He did not often make a habit of drinking gin, preferring the brandies and sparkling wines typical to a gentleman of his station. On nights like tonight, however, he felt the need for something coarser, a little more base, to steady his nerves, and the mantle's fire did little to make the night cosier.

Lightning flashed, briefly illuminating the lawn visible beyond his office's picture windows, followed by a distant thunder. It was not the weather that had drawn a knife's edge along his nerves. His thoughts flickered briefly to one of his patients, a timid brontophobe. The poor man would start and fly into a panic at so much as the sound of an airship's engine backfiring in the sky above; heavy storms like this required his sedation lest he injure himself or others in his terror.

Paddock poured himself a small glass of gin and returned to his desk, reaching out to touch his brass Director's nameplate. Funny, that. He, a man who had always hated confrontation, hated conflict. Hated the way it made him felt inside, like his core was filled with molten sick. Here, in this position. One that essentially guaranteed he'd end up confronting others, the patients, the doctors, the orderlies.

Sometimes he wished he'd never gone into administration. He loved the rest of the parts of his job. Loved it a great deal, loved helping people, but most especially loved building devices of brass cogs and wire to help them help themselves. He had made a great use out of his Royal Academy of Artificers and Engineers education, a damn sight better than most of his former academic peers had. His best days were those when his services as director went unneeded, and he could just focus on the arts of mental healing and tinkering on his Great Work.

A knock on the door, a small polite rapping, broke his reverie. 

He downed the rest of the drink and hid the glass in his top desk drawer. Pushing back his chair with a sigh, he rose and approached the door. He was not looking forward to this.

He never even saw the knife.

20 September, 2011 - 7:45 am

 

The pounding of my rubber-glove-clad fist set loose a splatter of caustic chemicals, but the damage done to Bartleby's bedroom door's teak finish was not my concern. The rapping was as rapid as my quickening heartbeat, its volume rising with my growing anxiety, its force intensifying with the headache that had been growing since my routine had been interrupted. Each blow reverberated through the upper floor of the finely appointed London townhouse that my partner and I shared.

It took him several moments to open the door, clad in crimson and gold flannel oriental-style pyjamas, a carefully disinterested expression upon his face. He stood to block my view of the room. "Unless London's afire, James..."

"There are men, Bartleby." I was so upset that coherent speech was proving difficult. "Strange men. In my workshop."

William, the houseboy, ducked past us on the way to the second floor washroom, his arms laden with clean towels.

"Your predilections are none of my concern," Bartleby said, starting to close the door. "And, frankly, I expect more from you than such braggadocio."

I gripped its edge with one hand, stopping it. "I have no patience for your cheek, Bartleby. Men have invaded my workshop. Workmen. Carrying... things."

"Those 'things' are mine and Aldora's wedding presents. We discussed this."

"I don't recall discussing anything of the sort."

"Oh, but you must!" Bartleby pulled at the door with both hands, but my grip was steadfast. "I remember it quite clearly. Two nights ago, the dinner party at Aldora's."

"I attended no such party."

"No? How very strange. I distinctly recall inviting you."

"Then I'm sure I was busy." Bartleby was frequently inviting me out -- to shows, to galas, to dinner parties and social events. I seldom accepted.

"Well, that would explain why you raised no objection when the question of storing the gifts in your workspace was raised." Bartleby picked up a silver-handled walking stick from beside his door and began prodding me with the capped end. 

"I agreed to no such thing!"

Bartleby twirled the stick. "There's the rub, James. My wife had the good grace to invite you, social hermit that you are, to an important dinner with her family and our friends. The empty chair sat loud in our midst."

"My work is of the utmost importance!"

Bartleby spun the stick again, this time using its head to leverage my fingers from the door. "What's important, James, is understanding that you are not beyond basic social obligations. If you choose to and alienate the people in your life in favour of obsessive worksmanship, you forfeit the right to complain when decisions are made for you in absentia."

As soon as he had pried my fingers free he pulled the door shut, leaving me alone in the hall.

Dark thoughts bubbled to the surface of my mind like carbonated fury as I returned to the ground floor. Bartleby knew how I felt about the sanctity of my laboratory. When he'd first offered to finance my engineering, and later when he'd offered me the partnership in this detective consultancy of ours, I had had but one request: that I be left alone to labour in my basement workshop. Bartleby hadn't always abided by this request, but it was, after all, his money that had paid for the equipment and his townhouse that housed it.

I could handle that. Bartleby was familiar enough that his presence did not disrupt my scientific process, and his short attention span seldom resulted in a prolonged visit.

But these workmen, these crass and clumsy louts, having them blunder about my sanctum was like giving them free reign within my very soul. I roughly shouldered past a pair, almost knocking them asunder, on my way back to the kitchen. I felt violated, watching as the brutes tromped about the place.

"Would ya care for a spot of luncheon, Mr. Wainwright?" Mrs. Hoddie, the cook, asked.

"How can you stand it?" I asked, gesturing towards the workmen. They were invading her kitchen on their way down to my workshop.

"Is wot it is, I suppose." The cook shrugged her angular shoulders. "Ya get used ter it, workin' 'ere. 'Ad ter accept ya takin' 'alf me larder for your workshop, didn't I?"

It was something that Bartleby could never understand. The cook and I, we were working class. Life was labour – engineering for me, cookery for her. I'd been working, tinkering to support my family as soon as I could hold a spanner without dropping it.

Bartleby, though... he was a born gentleman. Man of leisure. For him to work was as outlandish a concept as it would be for me to remain idle.

"Daan't worry, sir," one of the men gave me a grin as sloppy as the grip he had on the dressmaker's doll he carried. "Ya can Jack and Jill any damages ter Missus Fiske..."

Mrs. Fiske. I felt my lip curl. Mrs. Aldora Fiske. Newlywed wife of Mr. Alton Bartleby. She'd elected to retain her own surname, something the lower-classes never would have considered, but which was considered acceptable within the upper echelons of London society. Apparently, despite Bartleby's Baronet title and the Fiske's lack thereof, the latter name carried more weight. 

Tradition was not a thing I particularly cared for – science was about the new, not the old – but it served as an example of the selfishness that typified the woman's behaviour. I cannot rightly claim to have disliked her from the start. Indeed, until the wedding, I considered her of scant importance.

One of the workmen slapped me on the shoulder with a filthy hand as he passed. "Aw done. She's aw yours, mate."

I hurriedly descended into my workspace to survey the damage. 

What greeted me was a scene ripped from darkest nightmare.

Ribbon festooned pastel packages had been stacked precariously on every available surface. As I stepped from the stairs I pulled large bolts of cloth, heavy weight damask and black silk taffeta, from where they'd been left draped across a vital cooling radiator grating, likely saving the entire household from a violent and gruesome death.

And the hatboxes. So many hatboxes. What does one person need with so many hats? My bowler has serviced my skull adequately for years, and, barring an inopportune blow to the head, it would continue to serve faithfully for years to come. Bartleby, on the other hand, seemed to have a different hat for every day of the year, and now his wedding guests had given him dozens more. I suppose that it was the least salacious gift anyone could think of to give a man of such legendary ribaldry.

I felt a dim burn in the core of my chest at the thought of my most sacred space being treated like a common storage room. Trying to ignore it, forcing myself to refrain from tearing the gifts asunder, from smashing them into bits with my bear hands, I set myself about the task of reclaiming my world from its frilly lace invaders.

 

***

 

"James!"

Hours had passed, and I had just about gotten my workshop sorted.

"James!" Bartleby called my name a second time. 

I'd learnt to ignore the first of his summons. It must have been important; normally when performing his due diligence to include me he doesn't bother trying more than once. 

I ascended to the kitchen and found both Bartleby and his wife waiting, dressed to go out. She was wearing a matching tailored light grey skirt and jacket under a broad shouldered kimono-shaped coat. He had a dark morning coat, a matching top hat sitting idly in his hands. 

Bartleby was smiling broadly. "The metropolitan police have once more issued a formal request for our assistance."

"I hate working with Scotland Yard," I said. "As do you, if I recall."

"Too true." Bartleby slipped the hat onto his head. "But not as much as they hate asking for our help. William?"

The houseboy stood nearby, my own dusky jacket and bowler in his hands.

"Thank you, William." I turned to my partner. "Off to the yard, then?"

"We will be meeting them at Bedford Mental Hospital," Aldora said. "Mind that you bring an umbrella. It's raining something fierce."

"Oh, you'll be accompanying us, then?" I asked.

"I asked her along," Bartleby said. "She's expressed an interest in seeing the nature of our work. I don't see the harm in it."

"Bartleby, she's a--"

"A woman?" Aldora asked, eyebrow raising.

"--an amateur. I don't mean to offend, Mrs. Fiske, but I fear you'll be out of your element." And, I had the restraint not to add, in the way.

Bartleby waved my concern off. "She'll be safe with Scotland Yard's cordon, having tea with the inspectors."

"I will, will I?" Aldora's response seemed to bring a chill to the room. 

"Cordon?" I asked. "What's on at Bedford?"

"Something dreadful, no doubt," Bartleby said. "Details provided upon arrival."

"I suppose that your wife's expertise will prove valuable."

She cocked her head at me, pale glossy lips parting slightly. "My expertise?"

"You've intimate experience in such facilities, yes?"

The cook dropped a platter, drawing my attention briefly.

"James!" Bartleby said.

"What?"

Aldora stood with some abruptness, her face having gone very still. "Let's be off, then."

It occurred to me that I might have upset the woman, though just how I was unsure. Many of my male colleagues are quick to write off their female companions as given to fits of pique, but on the balance I found that touchiness was not a trait to be applied along gender lines. And Aldora? For all her faults, I had to admit that Aldora was not a person given to such.

Her response probably indicated that I'd said something inappropriate.

It happened. I tried not to let it bother me, but quite often the subtle subtexts of the social games people played slipped completely past me. What was clear, however, was that Aldora had insinuated herself into mine and Bartleby's investigation out of a lack of confidence in our ability. In my ability.

Alton was, like the woman herself, a social savant. Many said that the couple had ended up together because no one else could keep up. They shared a mutual respect. Like most Londoners, however, Aldora did not understand engineering. She did not understand the contributions my expertise brought to our endeavours, or what use forensic technology could be.

I would have to show her. To teach her.

Maybe then, she'd show me the respect I deserved.

Maybe then, she'd understand.

20 September, 1911 - 10:15 am

 

I watched through rain-soaked windows as Aldora's private carriage neared our destination. The contrast between the delicate nouveau-baroque filigree of the window's framing and the almost monolithic concrete watchtowers was striking, to say the least. My eyes flicked from the broad obstruction-free lawn to the squat Egyptian-Revival structure of the main compound. I couldn't help but note the wrought iron fence surrounding the lot.

"This is a hospital?" I asked. "It looks like a prison. Or a tomb."

Bartleby swept back the brocade curtains on his side of the carriage. "I've been told that the interior has been heavily renovated."

"Sanitariums are places of healing," his wife said from between the two of us. "Of recovery. Of medicine and rest."

"Look," I said, "about what I said before--"

Aldora's eyes shifted towards me. "Nothing needs be said. You are who you are."

Bartleby placed a hand upon hers. 

She gazed steadily past me through the window, and spoke in a small voice. "It does look a far cry from Willoughsby."

Her husband returned his attention towards the window beside him. "With the police and their wagons cordoned around the gate it's looking more the besieged fortress than a hospital."

"I have little doubt that those trapped within feel the same way," Aldora said.

We drew to a stop behind a line of metropolitan police constables. I climbed out first, fat oily raindrops, yellow with the London fog, splattering against my broad shoulders and the brim of my bowler. I held the door open, and Aldora's parasol emerged next, followed by the woman herself, heeled boots splashing on the wet cobblestones. Bartleby brought up the rear, closing the carriage door behind him.

One of the officers broke rank and made rapid to join us, his blue Metropolitan Police uniform soaked through. I recognised the man as one Inspector Abel, a lout and a bully who'd always resented it when the Yard had to come crawling to us for assistance. He nodded stiffly towards Bartleby and myself, bowing a bit more deeply to Aldora.  Bartleby smiled mockingly through the rain and touched the brim of his hat with a slight gesture.

The officer motioned that we should follow, leading the way towards the compound's gates. We walked alongside the line of constables gazing towards the asylum, wary, I assumed, for any such lunatic that might choose to burst from its doors, run across the long front lawn, and hurl themselves bodily towards their clubs. 

We followed him into a pavilion tent at the end of the line, Aldora dry under her umbrella, Bartleby huddled with his collar upturned. I kept my back stiff, face slack, letting Aldora see that the rain didn't bother me.

The interior was dark, save for a lantern in the back. In its light a well-appointed gentleman was sitting at a camp table, going over some papers. I took him to be a banker.

"Mr. Johnson?" Inspector Abel said. "Misters Bartleby and Wainwright, as requested, along with Mrs. Fiske."

It was surprising to hear not a speck of the traditional disdain with which the police typically invoked our introduction. We have had an antagonistic relationship with the Met at the best of times. Oft was it that the police needed our assistance; seldom was it that they were grateful for it. The dutiful respect in the inspector's voice told me both that this Johnson was a person of no small import, and that the situation was more dire than any petty rivalry we might have.

"Ephram Johnson." He extended his hand. Bartleby shook it. I did not. "Undersecretary with the Home Office. Your prompt attendance is appreciated, and I do apologise for the abruptness of the summons."

"Think nothing of it," Bartleby ran his hand through his rain-slicked hair, darkened by dampness from its straw blond to an almost-brown. Since entering the tent he had at some point, I noted, taken the time to see to the curl of his moustache. "There's no bother in service to crown and country."

A broad grin spread across the undersecretary's face. His sort always did devour blind patriotism without bothering to check for lumps of sarcasm. "And you, Mrs. Fiske – a Lady's presence is always a blessing, but there was no need for you to expose yourself to such unpleasantness."

She took his extended hand briefly in her own, closing her parasol and offering a properly sincere smile. "Thank you for your consideration, Mr. Johnson, but if I don't keep my husband out of trouble, who will take up the burden for me?"

Her eyes flickered towards me for the barest of instants, and my frown deepened, her meaning not lost. Mrs. Fiske did not approve of my association with her husband; rather, she did not approve of me. I was too working-class for her rarefied sensibilities, my low breeding putting me beneath her notice, my disdain for the manners of the genteel putting me beyond her comprehension. To be perfectly fair I have no more respect for her class and her peers, finding them largely worthless and ill-educated in the ways of engineering and physics, their schooling focused almost entirely on languages that were dead before their grandparents were born. 

Bartleby, of course, maintained a wilful ignorance of our mutual distaste.

"Yes, well." Undersecretary Johnson seemed to have caught some of the subtext, but had the grace to ignore it. "The situation we are in remains nevertheless dire. The inmates – forgive me, patients – remain in control of the facilities, and retain quite a few staff-members hostage."

"What demands have they made?" Bartleby removed his gloves, folding them carefully as he looked over the schematics lain out across the pavilion tent's table.

"Just one," the undersecretary said. "Just for you. Their leader has agreed to release their female hostage on condition of your arrival."

"They asked for us?" I asked.

"Mr. Bartleby in particular."

"My husband?" Aldora looked up sharply. "Whatever for?"

"I'm afraid I haven't the foggiest," Undersecretary Johnson said. "You are under no such obligation to participate in whatever is going on here, and normally we'd be loathe to drag uninvolved citizens of the empire into such a matter, but before he left for South Africa Brigadier Wilson spoke highly of you at various government functions."

The Brigadier, I recalled, had been one of the guests at Bartleby and Aldora's wedding party. It had been, in the words of the broadsheets, "spectacularly eventful" in a terrible and tragic way. I had to admit that my partner had rallied quite well to organise his guests into a force to fight off the half-man half-corpse automatons of flesh and brass that had been trying to murder him and his wife.

"Very well. I shall meet with the blaggards and hear their demands."

"Are you quite sure about this?" I asked. 

Bartleby flashed a smile. "Nothing to fear, James. With you at my side and my beloved Aldora watching my back, I couldn't possibly be safer."

Johnson paled. "Mr. Bartleby, are you actually suggesting that your wife expose herself to--"

"Oh, of course not," Aldora said with a laugh as genuine as the felt holly pinned to her hat. "I will of course stay here. Where it's safe. To assist in logistical matters however I may."

Johnson accepted the obvious but comfortable facade, colour returning to his face. "Excellent. I'm sure we can find something for you to do."

I clenched my fists in my pockets. There were too many unknowns involved for my liking, particularly with Aldora involving herself. The woman was frightfully confident, but Bartleby and I were a team, and I was accustomed to working with only one partner. I didn't want to have to distract myself, watching out for two.

"Will you require an escort?" the undersecretary asked, glancing towards Abel, who stood stone-faced behind us.

"No. No, it's vital that our hosts remain at ease. We don't want to set them off further with a police presence. Besides, I've got James."

Johnson sized me up, eyes taking in the breadth of my shoulders, the size of my arms, the power in my frame. "Do you require a pistol, Mr. Wainwright?"

I shook my head. I'd have felt more secure with a spanner or a stout length of pipe in my hands, but I didn't want to bring anything along that might put the madmen on edge.

"Very well. Mrs. Fiske, I'll have one of the men bring you some tea. If you two gentlemen would accompany Inspector Abel?"

I could feel Aldora bristle at her exclusion, and allowed myself a small smile as Bartleby and I followed the inspector back into the rain.

 

***

 

Abel led Bartleby and myself out of the pavilion tent towards the Metropolitan Police line. The inspector was a large man, almost as broad as I am, and he walked tall and proud through the rain as if to prove to the very elements what a hard man he was. Abel had always resented our involvement in Scotland Yard's business, hated the way the press seemed to favour us, and had a particular dislike for us on a personal level. He didn't glance at either of us as we approached, but kept to his stoic march.

When we arrived he cupped his hands and shouted towards the asylum. "MR. BARTLEBY HAS ARRIVED! HE AND A COMPANION WILL BE COMING TO THE GATE!"

My eyes flickered to the rifles at the policemen's sides, barrels under their coats to protect them from the rain. "Are the patients armed?"

Inspector Abel didn't turn his head. "They've got one rifle that we know of. The orderlies may have had saps that have been appropriated."

"Has anyone been harmed?" Bartleby asked.

"Not so far as we are aware," the inspector said. "They have not seen fit to communicate beyond confirmation that they are holding the staff. And, of course, the request for Mr. Bartleby."

Bartleby wiped the rainwater from his face.

Inspector Abel smirked. "Feel proud, boys. Your exploits are popular among the mad."

Bartleby started moving. It only took us a few steps to advance beyond Scotland Yard's cordon of sandbags and police wagons, but the walk up to the gates felt like an eternity of cobblestones. I felt bare, exposed, watched not only by resentful police inspectors but by the unseen unbalanced eyes of the patients within, one of whom no doubt had a rifle trained on us every step of the way. 

Trained on myself, most likely. I wasn't the one they wanted, the one they'd asked for. I was the more imposing figure, broad and stocky where Bartleby was slender and unassuming, and to them, a disposable and unwelcome surprise.

I carry violence in every step, menace in my swagger. It isn't something I can help even when I'm aware of it. Growing up in the East End neighbourhoods of my childhood has left me with an ever-challenging posture, even in a state of relaxation. I could not let my guard down, even now, even after my years at the Academy, even after years of prosperity far from the East-end poorhouses and factories I'd left behind.

I pushed the wrought-iron gate out of our way and we continued up the long sand walkway towards the asylum's heavy brass-panelled doors. I couldn't help but think of the facility as some sort of ancient Egyptian tomb, but up close it was clear that there had been recent renovations. Narrow slit windows had been augmented by wider unbarred panes. Topiary hedge-work, bare mud exposed at its base, had been planted to break up the immaculate but featureless lawn. The wrought iron sign over the gate had been overlain with a painted wooden sign, cheerfully proclaiming the asylum's new life as the "Bedford Mental Hospital." 

Engraved in the lower corner of the sign was the blue and white clockwork sigil of the Royal Guild of Artificers and Engineers – an unexpected element indicating that someone on the premises was a licensed and certified inventor from my own alma mater. This immediately piqued my interest, though what use technology might be of in a soft field like psychiatry I hadn't the foggiest.

The doors parted as we drew near, opened by an impossibly tall and broad man dressed in a torn and ill-fitting white uniform. I am no small man, but this person was truly massive, almost filling the doorway, sullenly gazing from the interior gloom of the foyer towards where we stood in the rain. In his large hands the door's handle seemed small and fragile. 

My eyes were drawn to them, my imagination filling with images of the violence they could wreak on soft flesh and brittle bones should their possessor have a mind towards mayhem.

The giant stared at us staring back at him momentarily before stepping aside, clearing the way for us to enter. I passed into the gloom first, keeping an eye on the large patient, ready to react should he decide that it was time to start mangling. Bartleby followed, seemingly unconcerned.

I noticed, as we entered, that there appeared to be some sort of mechanical locking mechanism, currently disengaged. A quick glance told me only that it was some sort of complicated clockwork within the walls themselves.

It was gloomy within, the electric light fixtures on the walls inert. I assumed that the Metropolitan Police had disconnected the property from London's grid – instead, the reception hall was dimly lit by a number of candles placed haphazardly on counters and the backs of a few benches. A large skylight above revealed nothing but the grey of the morning's storms, absent even of lightning to provide the occasional illumination. 

Dim or lit, the room was stark and institutional. The few attempts made by the current administration to make the place cheerier – a few vivid paintings, velvet cushions on the chairs, painted signs above the doorways – served only to make the place garish, highlighting its overall unfriendliness.

The giant stepped from the door to point mutely down the hall leading through the hospital's west wing. The way he indicated was darker than the reception room, lit not by candles, but by scant light coming from the door at its end. A red line had been painted across the hall's entrance, and I noted that other such lines had been painted on the floor as well, guides for the patients and perhaps visitors. A red line barred the entrance from the foyer as well, and blue and yellow lines led down the east wing hall into the gloom beyond.

Bartleby set off at once in the direction the giant had indicated, and I hastened to follow after, not keen of letting my partner wander off into danger. Our footsteps echoed on the bare concrete tiles. 

I glanced back to see that the mute giant had vanished, perhaps back to his post at the door. If I strained my ears I could hear footfalls slapping against concrete elsewhere in the hospital, and beyond that the sounds of conversation, laughter, and even a howl somewhere in the distance. 

God alone knew what the patients were up to without supervision, without their medications, freed from whatever restraints the hospital placed upon them.

"Ready to meet the King Lunatic?" I asked with a smirk. 

Bartleby didn't laugh, and for the first time I noticed the grim set of his shoulders, the pursed expression on his face replacing his usual devil-may-care half-smile. 

Worry crept into that space between my shoulder-blades. I'd never seen Bartleby so ruffled that he couldn't at least pretend at disaffection.

He faltered at the lit door at the end of the hall, steeling himself with a hand on the frame before pushing his way in. 

The office we entered was lit by a gas lantern sitting on a broad hardwood desk. Behind it sat an older man, thin with watery eyes, face raw from a recent shave. His eyes slid past me, alighting instead on my partner. 

"Alton."

Bartleby's voice was flat. "Hello, father."

In Which Alton Bartleby Has a Reunion

 

"I'm honoured that you saw fit to accept my invitation." Sarcasm dripped from the words Dennis Bartleby spoke to his son.

"It would be most ungracious to refuse." The banter came back to Alton easily, as if the gulf of time between the men was fifteen days rather than fifteen years. "After you'd gone to such lengths to extend your hospitality."

"Oh now, you really haven't changed." A hard note crept into Dennis's voice, that familiar disapproval. "Bandying about the certainty that all things are somehow for your singular benefit."

Alton felt his lip twitch, as much a sign of fluster as he ever allowed. He could stare down dukes and generals, debate with assassins and statesmen, but that certain tone from his father threatened to turn his carefully crafted disaffection into so much gossamer and smoke. 

Dennis gestured towards a pair of chairs facing the desk. "Please. Sit."

The older man sat back as Alton took his seat, and the younger noted that the years had not been kind to the elder. It was almost, in a sense, like looking into one of the distorted mirrors at the King's Cross carnival and seeing an older, decrepit version of yourself. His father's skin didn't seem to fit well, sagging slightly off of its frame, and his blue eyes were watery where his son's were clear. His full head of hair was good news for Alton's own pate, even wild and unkempt as it was. Dennis still wore the simple white cotton garment that the hospital had dressed its patients in.

"How are the girls?" Dennis asked. "I hear that you had them shipped off to the Americas."

Alton's words were terse. "I arranged Audrey marriage with a wealthy industrialist. She was grateful. Mother and Elmira elected to emigrate along with her."

"With a strong encouragement, no doubt."

"What is this all about, father? You take over your asylum and take hostages... what, to get my attention? To have a familial chat?"

"That's what it would take to get an audience, is it not? But no, Alton. this isn't about you, you self-centred little cur."

"Then why send for me?"

Dennis settled back into his seat, hands clenching and relaxing. "Word spreads, Alton, even in this forgotten corner you've stashed me away in. I found it a farce, at first, when I heard that my boy was running around London playing detective. Some new fad or hobby you'd found to distract yourself with, or a play to bring what you think of as honour to the family name."

"Someone has to repair the damage you and grandfather have done to it. We were laughingstocks before I set about my social repairs!"

Dennis dismissed his son's words with a wave of his hand. "We don't have time for your blame."

"Then get to the point," Bartleby sat back in his own chair. "Why am I here? Why have you and your fellow lunatics taken over the asylum?"

"And has anyone been hurt?" James spoke up softly.

Dennis peered at Alton's partner as if seeing him for the first time, looking down his nose at him with the contempt that his son remembered he had for the working man. "There has been a murder."

"Oh, is that what this is about?" Alton snorted. "Sorry, father, but you appear to have been misinformed. My successes have not endeared me to the Met, and I am afraid I have no pull with them when it comes to asking for lenience. I cannot save you from the gallows."

"I didn't kill anyone, idiot. I woke to a clamour several hours ago to discover that the door to my room had been unlocked. All of our doors had been; aegis of hospital or no they operate like cells, with a master mechanism to open and close them, hidden within the walls. The staff were busy trying to get my fellow patients back into place, and I heard word that someone had killed Director Paddock."

"If you maintain your innocence, then--"

"The ears of justice are ever deaf to the lips of the mad – in the court of public opinion we are already convicted, of this crime and any number of others. I know. Know that Scotland Yard would simply pick from among us a scapegoat to hang the murder on, and consider the matter ended. No one thinks twice when a lunatic is blamed for atrocity, or even cares if it's the wrong lunatic. There are a dozen of us here, men I've been living with this past decade. Therapy does wonders for togetherness. I do not want to see any of my new family punished for a crime they did not commit."

"And the one that did commit it?"

"Let him take the punishment due."

Bartleby fell silent. His father was obviously paranoid and suffering from some sort of persecution complex, but that didn't mean that he was wrong.

"So you want James and I to uncover the identity of the killer?"

"Discover who murdered Director Paddock and we will surrender, release the staff, and return to our rooms peacefully."

"You can speak for your fellow madmen?" James asked.

"Of course, good man." Dennis rapped the desk. "I am the acting director, after all."

Alton rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Very well, father, we shall perform in your masquerade, should Scotland Yard agree to let us."

"It's all we ask."

"Begging your pardon," James said. "But there was some mention of a released hostage should we meet with you?"

"Quite right," Dennis said. "You've a sharp batman here, Alton."

"He's my partner. An engineer of some renown and no small skill."

"Even better." Dennis produced a brass bell from the underside of his desk and gave it a single lazy ring. 

Moments later a pair of inmates entered. The large mute who'd been guarding the door had been joined by a lean lunatic with an almost weasel-like face. His eyes were wide set and practically bulging from his head, and his rictus-smile never wavered. Standing next to him, Alton was acutely aware of the ragged quality of his breathing.

"Mr. Bartleby has agreed to investigate the murder of Director Paddock," Dennis said. Weasel-face's nasal breathing nearly doubled at the mention of murder, a spark appearing in his eyes. "You will escort him to Doctor Teague's cell, release her, then escort the three of them to reception, where they will be allowed to leave. Understood?"

The weasel's breath-rate had increased again at the mention Doctor Teague, and he nodded vigorously, a long lanyard of drool stretching from his lower lip, his smile never faltering.

"We were told that you would be releasing one of the nurses--" Alton began.

"We told the police we would release a female staff-member," Dennis said. "Doctor Teague is a capable alienist, and very much the only woman employed by Bedford. Will you be beginning your investigation immediately?"

"After we return Miss... Doctor Teague to the authorities. I'll need to let them know that there's been a murder as well."

"I needn't tell you what will happen to the rest of the staff if you do not return to investigate, or turn matters over to Scotland Yard."

"I can imagine."

"Good. I do not wish to see anyone hurt, Alton, but this is the only avenue towards justice that we have."

Alton made towards the door, then stopped and turned back towards his father. "You do realise that you will face dire consequences for this act of revolt? Kidnapping?"

"Oh, yes. I am fully prepared to pay the price for what I have done. I refuse to pay for what I haven't. There's a lesson there, boy."

Bartleby turned away. "You had taught me all I had to learn of your ways a long time ago, old man. This business is all we have left between us."

20 September, 1911 - 10:40 am

 

The Giant lead Bartleby and myself back to the reception hall, accompanied by the Weasel and his giggling. We found ourselves confronted by a host of lunatics who had gathered there, sitting on the desks and benches, holding the candles and watching as we passed them by. Several had appointed themselves in ill-fitting orderlies' slacks and shirts, a few had draped themselves in doctor's coats no doubt scavenged from wardrobes and the laundry room. 

While some fidgeted or displayed minor physical ticks, most sat still and silent, watching us with a strange solemnity as we passed, moving only their heads to follow our progress. I felt my hackles rise under their gaze, and fought down the urge to break into a run, certain that they would be upon me with biting jaws and ripping nails if I made any such sudden movement.

Our escort guided us through the doorway into the facility's East wing, a long hall with geometric columns flanked by sturdy steel doors, each with its own small inset window grating. Muffled sounds that might have been sobbing emanated from behind some of them as we passed.

The Weasel stopped to bang on one of the doors, eliciting a shriek from within. He kept giggling and pounding, growing more and more manic, until the Giant reached out and almost gently pulled him away. The smaller lunatic struggled briefly in his indomitable grip, but soon relented, and the pair continued leading us along.

They stopped a second time and the Giant removed a key-ring from his belt, unlocking one of the doors and stepping aside to allow the Weasel to pull it open, his giggling and grunting growing once again more frantic. The Giant pulled him aside, holding him still though he made scant attempt to escape. 

A dishevelled woman peered cautiously through the doorway, eyes fixing first on the Giant and the Weasel, then flickering towards Bartleby and myself.

"Doctor Teague?" Bartleby asked gently, as one might call to a doe encountered in one's garden.

"Yes?" Her eyes riveted to Bartleby as he spoke, the uncommon scrutiny in their blue depths contrasting with the unkempt frame of golden hair cascading around her shoulders. 

If it wasn't for the stark clarity of her gaze, her dishevelled state would have been unremarkable in these surroundings.

"I am Alton Bartleby, and this is my partner, Mr. James Wainwright. We're consulting detectives working with the Metropolitan Police. The inmates have agreed to release you as a gesture of good faith."

She glanced at me briefly, then up at the Giant, and finally over towards the Weasel. "And the other doctors? The orderlies?"

"They are yet to be held, for now." He glanced at the Weasel's unpleasant interest in the woman. "If you please, Doctor, there will be ample opportunity to discuss the situation once we've gotten you safely off the premises."

Doctor Teague nodded as if in a daze, her eyes unfocused as she took Bartleby's hand. I watched the Weasel carefully as she emerged, but the Giant held him firmly.

"Don't mind Earm, he's no danger." She addressed the Giant, her tone becoming matronly. "Dunstan, don't grip him so tightly."

The giant Dunstan relaxed his grip, and the weaselly Earm wriggled his way free. Bobbing his head he moved to approach the doctor.

"Remember your exercises, Earm," she said.

His smile faltered slightly and he closed his eyes, mouth working silently as he recited something to himself. His shoulders seemed to relax, his posture straightened, his fingers uncurled.

"Thank you, Doctor Teague," he said with a thick tongue.

"Good lad." She offered her arm to my partner. "You may escort me, sir."

 

***

 

The assembled lunatics had vacated the lobby by the time we passed back through it, leaving no trace of their presence behind, something that I found almost as unsettling as their mute observation had been. Dunstan and Earm followed us to the foyer, waiting within while we hustled the disoriented Doctor Teague into the late morning drear. Having given her my jacket I simply girded myself against the cold rain, arms folded, keeping my fingers in the pits of my arms for warmth.

We crossed the lawn and passed through the wrought gate, where we were met by officers who quickly and efficiently escorted the three of us back towards the cordon. They were particularly protective of the doctor, surrounding her on all sides and casting apprehensive glances towards the asylum.

"All you at all injured?" Undersecretary Johnson asked the Doctor with what seemed like genuine concern once we had rejoined him in the pavilion tent. "Were you mistreated? Do you require medical attention?"

"I'm quite all right." She drew the coat I'd lent her about her shoulders. "A little damp, perhaps. A little dazed."

"What a relief." The official interposed himself between us and the doctor. "I'm Ephram Johnson, representing the Home Office during these negotiations. This is Inspector Abel of the Metropolitan Police. You've met Mr. Bartleby and Mr. Wainwright."

"Doctor Loni Teague," she introduced herself with the slightest of curtsies. 

She looked quite the drowned rat, hair matted to the curve of her neck, dress under my jacket clinging to the shape of her body. I found it interesting, in a geometric sense of cylinders and spheres, though perhaps I should not have been watching so intently. Bartleby's sharp elbow to my ribs reminded me that this was inappropriate.

Aldora stepped from the shadows, warm cup of tea in her hands. Doctor Teague took it gratefully. "Mrs. Aldora Fisk, should the menfolk have forgotten my presence."

"Forgiveness, Mrs. Fiske," the undersecretary said. "You've been so quiet, I'd forgotten you were present."

"It's no trouble. I took the opportunity to prepare a kettle." She poured a cup for her husband, then one for me, almost as an afterthought. "I would suggest some dry clothing for Doctor Teague, lest she catch her death."

I set my cup aside. She knows I prefer coffee.

"Oh, yes. Of course." Inspector Abel said. "I'll arrange an escort home for Miss Teague, that she might recover from her ordeal."

"It is Doctor Teague, if you please," she said, a glimmer of frost in the disorientation of her voice. "Four years at Girton have entitled me to that much, at least."

"You attended Cambridge?" Aldora asked. "That's an impressive accomplishment."

"Forgive me, Doctor Teague." One of Abel's officers handed him a blanket, which he offered to the woman. "Of course, yes."

She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders, and handed my jacket back to me. It smelled faintly of lilac and vanilla.

"What's the situation, Mr. Bartleby?" Undersecretary Johnson asked. "What did your father want?"

"Murder." Bartleby paused for dramatic effect, standing back, a finger lain across his lip. "Most foul."

"Murder?" Inspector Abel said. "Who've they killed?"

"The hospital director, Paddock, has been slain, but my father maintains ignorance of the crime's commission. He claims they hold the asylum to assure that a proper investigation be conducted."

"Bully for him, then." The inspector pounded a fist into his palm. "Now that Miss – that Doctor Teague is safely out of harm's way, my men can take the asylum by force."

"You will do no such thing. I've agreed to take on the investigation, Inspector."

"You can investigate to your heart's content after we've locked up the lunatics and freed the staff."

Bartleby set his cup down on Undersecretary Johnson's table. "After your men have run roughshod over the evidence? I think not."

"Lives are at risk, Mr. Bartleby. That trumps the concerns of your madmen."

"Your taking of the asylum would only put the staff at greater risk, Inspector," I said. "They're already locked up, at the mercy of the mad."

Bartleby stepped forward, nose to nose with him. "A lot of harm could be done them for what my father would see as a betrayal."

The inspector glowered down at him. "That's a risk I'm willing to take!"

Undersecretary Johnson slapped a hand onto his camp-table, almost jostling Bartelby's cup off of its edge. "It's not a risk I'm comfortable with. Not without a sincere effort at a peaceful resolution."

Bartleby turned dismissively from the inspector. "They've agreed to stand down should I discern the murderer's identity."

"And you trust their word?" Abel said.

"You speak of them as if they're criminals!" Doctor Teague spoke with fire in her voice. "They're not! They're the unwell, the unfit, the ill, not convicted thugs."

Inspector Abel's eyes widened and he spread his hands. "They're... mad!"

"Enough." The undersecretary's words were quiet, but they carried with them an official finality. "There is a person of interest to the crown in treatment at Bedford, and I've been instructed to avoid placing him in undue danger if it's at all possible."

"A person of interest? Who might that be?" Bartleby asked.

"That's not for me to reveal, or I would simply instruct you to remove him, and send Scotland Yard in after. No, this is a circumstance requiring the utmost discretion."

"Even from us?"

"Especially from you, Mr. Bartleby."

"With all due respect, sir," Abel said, "public safety mandates--"

"With all due respect, Inspector, I represent the Home Office, and I will tell you what is in the interest of public safety. Mr. Bartleby, you have ten hours to get the patients to stand down, after which I will loose Inspector Abel to take the hospital by force. Do you understand?"

Sweat beaded on Bartleby's forehead from the effort of forcing back whatever rebuttal he had been forming. "Yes, sir. Very good, sir."

"Excellent. Inspector, send one of your officers to escort Doctor Teague home."

"Do you mind if my partner and I escort you?" Bartleby stepped to the door. "I've some questions about the hospital, its patients, and its staff."

"Not at all," the doctor responded, wrapping the blanket around herself more snugly, linking her arm with his as they stepped out into the rain.

I checked my pocket-watch and moved to follow. As soon as I'd stepped out of the tent proper and under its awning, Aldora slipped with grace to my side.

"James, a moment, if you please."

I regarded her with dull disinterest.

"Have I offended you in some way?" she asked.

"I'm afraid I don't know what you mean," I said.

"You're a frank man, Mr. Wainwright, so I shall speak to you frankly." She glanced past me, but we were out of earshot. "You seem to hold some sort of resentment against me, and I'm not entirely sure why."

"I'm sure you're imagining things," I said.

She cocked her head. "No. I don't think so. We've had our tensions before, but since the wedding--"

"It's nothing I care to discuss," I said. 

"Another time, then," she said, as if the matter was of no import.

The very fact that she had broached the subject belied her concern. I cannot recall having exchanged more than a few words with her at once in all our years of acquaintance. "Perhaps."

I moved to go and she stopped me again, this time with a single gloved hand in my path. "There is another matter I would care to broach."

"Quickly, if you please." Bartleby and Doctor Teague had almost reached the carriage.

"It would not be proper of me to accompany Alton inside the Hospital," she said, "but he faces a grave danger that he may not be consciously aware of."

"Oh?" I asked, suppressing a sneer. "His father, do you suppose? Bartleby seemed to handle his old man well enough."

"It's not a simple issue," she insisted. "I'm asking you for your help, James."

The rarefied Aldora Fiske deigning to not only rub shoulders with the working-class Mr. James Wainwright, but to beg a favour? This was interesting. I bade her continue with a curt nod.

"Do you know how it came to pass that Alton had his father declared unfit?"

"Just that he had." Bartleby, for all his prattle, touched ever only lightly on the subject of his past, and I never saw fit to pry.

"It's not my tale to tell. You must ask him some time, but for now, let it suffice that he's ample reason to resent the man."

That wasn't unexpected. "Many men resent their fathers."

"Perhaps so. I won't pry, James, but I will ask you to consider how you might react to your own father, if you once more found yourself beholden."

The smirk left my face at the thought. 

"Please. Just watch him where I cannot." Aldora stepped back into the tent, leaving me with my thoughts, and a new concern for my partner. I hastened to join him.

20 September, 1911 - 11:20 am

 

Doctor Teague lived in a well-appointed two-story semi-detached home not terribly far from the asylum. Her serving boy cleaned the mud from our boots in the foyer while her housemaid assisted her change of clothing in her chambers. 

"I thought psychiatric doctors made a good wage," I said.

"Hmm?" Bartleby asked, watching the houseboy's work for scuffs.

I craned my neck to look past the foyer into the parlour. "Doctor Teague's home is more sparsely decorated than I would have anticipated."

"Did you see the shoe tree when we entered?" Bartleby tapped it with his walking stick, his eyes never leaving his shoes. "Mahogany. As with the bookcase next to the mantle in the parlour. The basin in the washroom off of the hall there is marble. None of it decorated, but quality and utilitarian."

"Functional rather than aesthetic," I said.

"I thought you'd appreciate that."

Our boots clean, we availed ourselves of Doctor Teague's parlour while we waited.

"It's not entirely devoid of decor," Bartleby said, nodding towards clay vases sitting on a shelf. They were painted with some sort of geometric abstract imagery in brown and red. Near them, a blue and red patterned rug hung as a tapestry on the wall.

"African?" I asked.

"Perhaps?" Bartleby said. "American Indian? Australian Aboriginal? I never took you for much interest in art, James."

"Always broadening my understanding of the world, Bartleby."

He smiled sideways at me. "I see."

Doctor Teague's voice called down from above. "If you gentlemen are hungry, I can have Karen fix you something in the kitchen?"

"Thank you, but we're fine," Bartleby said. "The madmen--"

"Patients."

"Patients. Didn't treat you too roughly, did they?"

"It was dreadful," came the response. "They didn't take liberties with me, but they took no pains to be gentle. I quite honestly feared for my life, and now, hearing about poor Director Paddock..."

"I can imagine," I said. "You weren't injured, were you?"

I cringed as the words left my mouth. Of course, not. Johnson had asked the very question just prior. She would think me a muddle-headed fool.

"Just a few bumps and scratches. Nothing serious."

Bartleby clapped me on the shoulder. "If it isn't too traumatic for you, Doctor, would you mind recounting for us the events of your capture?"

There was a moment of silence before Teague appeared at the top of the stairs. She'd dressed in a pigeon-breasted blouse, high collared, and below it a simple black pleated skirt. It wasn't very flattering, and much like her home, was utilitarian, the clothing worn by washerwomen and seamstresses.

More to the pity, her hair, stunning when loose, had been pulled back into a simple knot. Her delicate features were obscured by the pale-green lenses of pince-nez spectacles clamped onto the bridge of her nose. She looked like a far different woman from the one we'd rescued only moments before.

And Bartleby questioned my sense of aesthetics.

"I was in the hospital study when they came for me." She strapped a broad-brimmed hat atop her head as she descended towards us, further hiding the brilliant gold of her hair. "I have difficulty sleeping some evenings, and spend late hours in research. Their arrival was the first sign indicating that anything was amiss. They held me fast, shrieking and gibbering as they hauled me down the corridors to the cells. I could see that some of the other doctors and staff had already been taken, but after they shoved me inside and locked the door I was left alone until you arrived."

Bartleby seemed to consider. "Did you notice what the other patients were about while they were bringing you to your cell?"

"I was a bit pre-occupied, as I'm sure you can understand."

"Anything you noticed might be pertinent," I said.

Doctor Teague slowed as she reached for her coat, her lip jutting out. "Only a few of the patients were focused on the task of locking us up. Several were wandering the grounds, seemingly as disoriented as I was. I did get a quick glimpse of one – I'm not sure whom – with what may have been a knife of some sort."

"How many patients does Bedford treat?" Bartleby asked.

"It varies. Far fewer than it did when it was a state asylum. Where before it housed hundreds, now we treat dozens."

"That's a significant decline." I said. Well put, Mister Speaker of Things Obvious.

Doctor Teague wrapped the coat around herself. "Decline is not the word I would choose. It's simply a different focus in treatment of the mentally ill. Bedford used to treat only the worst of the criminally insane, in conditions that would be horrible for the sane. For the mad... it was a nightmare that never ended. Less than a decade ago, asylums were simply places to store the undesirable, with physical treatments designed to soothe the public into thinking that something was being done. Attitudes were just beginning to change while I was at Girton – I was fortunate in that one of our lecturers was on the forefront of moral therapy."

"Moral therapy?" I asked. Psychiatry was not an area I had studied to any great degree. "Are they saying that madness is an ethical lapse?"

"The implication is not that the sufferers are themselves immoral, Mr. Wainwright," Doctor Teague said. "In the past century it was believed that the mad were as wild beasts who had lost their reason. While not held responsible for their conditions, they were treated with scorn and ridicule, subjected to the most horrendous of treatments."

"As Locke said, there is a little madness in all people," Bartleby said, whatever that meant.

"It is the treatment itself that is or is not moral. At Bedford we staff live, work, and dine with the patients, rather than locking them away in restraints. The entire facility was remodelled, larger windows installed to allow more natural light, the grounds sculpted for a more peaceful aesthetic, the restraints done away with."

"But you keep them in cells," I said. "And there's the barbed wire fences, guard towers..."

"The towers are unmanned, and the cells are simply to keep the patients from wandering about after dark. The focus of moral treatment is on discipline and community. Patients are given chores to facilitate a feeling of responsibility and belonging, to help them be part of something, in addition to their therapies."

"I noticed the Royal Academy of Artificers and Engineers Guild sigil on your shingle," I said, switching tracks. "Do you use Guild-developed technologies in your therapies?"

"All of our techniques are experimental," Doctor Teague said. "But only Director Paddock was guilded... he built some sort of device to assist with his dream-therapy. Are you a member yourself?"

"James graduated with honours," Bartleby said, nudging me.

The doctor's gaze returned to me. I shifted, suddenly uncomfortable with her scrutiny, hands toying with my bowler. "Yes, well. My focus has been on forensic technologies of late."

"Several of your designs are even in use by Scotland Yard, aren't they?" Bartleby said.

I felt my face flush. "It's nothing that Doctor Teague would find interesting."

"On the contrary!" Behind her pale-green lenses her eyes flashed. "Engineering has always fascinated me. I would love to hear about your work, Mr. Wainwright."

I had no idea how to respond.

"I'm sure you'll have plenty of opportunity to discuss science and technology once we've completed our investigation," Bartleby said.

"I'm sure," Doctor Teague said. "Let's be off, then?"

"Are you planning on returning to the cordon?" 

"I'm going to accompany you back into the hospital."

"I'll not hear of it," Bartleby said. "It's far too perilous."

"Less so with my company, Mr. Bartleby." Doctor Teague's pouty lips frowned slightly. "As I am the only one available with a working knowledge of the hospital and its ways."

"I cannot in good conscience--"

"You need my assistance, Mr. Bartleby."

He turned to me. "James?"

"I don't see why not," I said. "I've no expertise with the mad or their ways, and I doubt your father would deign to release another hostage to us as guide."

My partner's eyes narrowed. "Very well, James. Doctor Teague. I cannot guarantee your safety."

"I require no such."

He frowned, arms folded, clearly irritated. "Let's be off then."

20 September, 1911 - 11:45 am

 

"Take off your clothes, put them inna box. Put uvver stuff inna box. Put on the outfit." The wild-haired madman pushed the aforementioned box into Bartleby's hands.

"I shall do no such thing!" He handed the box back.

"Take off your clothes, put them inna box. Put uvver stuff inna box. Put on the outfit." The madman repeated, pushing the box back.

I stifled a smile. "You'd best do as he asks."

Bartleby shot me a sour look. We'd returned to the asylum with Doctor Teague, only to find ourselves halted in the reception room. Several of the mad had settled there once more, one behind the desk, scribbling illegibly on a pad of paper. The Giant and the Weasel stood sentinel by the halls to each wing, watching us silently as we entered. When Bartleby had attempted to pass the Giant and speak to his father once more, the big man had barred his way with a beefy forearm, pointing wordlessly towards the reception desk.

It had taken Bartleby three attempts to acquire the attention of the wild-haired lunatic behind the desk, whereupon he'd squinted up at Bartleby, handed him the box, and made his mumbled request.

"Why would I do that?" Bartleby forced a laugh. "Why would I change my clothes?"

"It's intake procedure," Doctor Teague said.

"What?"

"Intake. When a patient is admitted to the hospital they are processed. Their personal belongings and clothing are confiscated, and they are given the cotton garments we provide them."

"I'm no patient. And he's not staff!" Bartleby glanced at the Giant again. "I have no interest in perpetuating whatever fantasy is being acting out here."

"Take off your clothes--" the receptionist began.

"No," Bartleby said, his tone challenging.

"I don't know that you have the choice." Doctor Teague looked from the Giant to the Weasel.

"Take me to Dennis," Bartleby said. 

The Giant did not look impressed with his command.

"Mr. Bartleby, we provide our patients here with a very regimented sort of order. At every hour of every day they know where they should be and what they should be doing. It helps keep them connected to the real world."

"And in the absence of said order?" Bartleby asked, arms folded.

"As you can see, they're doing what they can to keep that order established, casting themselves into the roles of their absent authority figures. They are replacing the staff in an effort to retain that grip on a stable reality."

"And they all just... spontaneously decided to take up this masquerade?" I asked, unwilling to believe in a madness so uniform.

"No, not quite. Most of them are probably deferring to a stronger will, some charismatic figure whose version of reality is stronger than their own. They've allowed themselves to become swept up in his delusion. It gives them meaning and purpose."

"I'll take your word for it," Bartleby said. "But why do they insist upon 'processing' me?"

"They don't really understand the roles they're trying to take on," Doctor Teague said. "Bear in mind that they're not actually becoming staff – they're adopting the patients' conception of what staff are. 

"Further, in their world there are only three sorts of people: staff, patients, and visitors. You are not one of them, so you are not staff. They have therefore decided that you are a patient, as they did with the orderlies and doctors."

I was intrigued with the ease with which Doctor Teague was able to deconstruct the behaviour of the deranged into simpler processes. She really was quite the fascinating woman. "Why an inmate? Why not a visitor?"

A look of dawning comprehension had crept over Bartleby's face. "It's because I'm here to deal with and speak to them. Visitors come to see patients. Patients come to see the staff."

"It's a reasonable conclusion," Doctor Teague said. "Are you formally trained in the study of mind?"

Bartleby shook his head. "I'm blessed with an intuitive grasp of people and their workings, not an academic one."

"I fear your talents are wasted. You could be healing the unsound."

Bartleby grinned. "I'm quite content protecting others from their machinations."

"Are we to be treated as patients as well?" I asked. "Or, as we are here to assist Bartleby, are we to be visitors?"

The lunatic behind the desk lurched into action at my words, sliding a logbook towards me. "Visitors must sign in."

"Apparently so." Bartleby took the box from the receptionist. 

The Giant put an arm on his shoulder, guiding him gently but firmly towards a door in the back of the reception room. He stopped me with a broad hand to the chest when I moved to follow, his half-lidded eyes narrowing to slits. No small man myself, I knew all too well the fury of the mad, and knew that a creature this large could likely tear me limb from limb should he fly into a rage. I swiftly backed away.

"Visitors must sign in," the receptionist repeated. I moved reluctantly to his desk, my every move tracked by the Giant, and carefully signed my name. 

"Visitors must have a seat."

"What now?"

"Procedure is that visitors wait until an orderly escorts them to meet with the patient that they've come to see," Doctor Teague explained.

"I'm not going to just let them take my partner off into the depths of this place to do... God knows what to him," I said in a quiet voice.

Formidable or no, I wasn't going to let the Giant spirit Bartleby off.

"James, I hardly think we've a choice," Bartleby said. 

The Giant resumed marching him towards that back door.

Feeling heavy as I sat into one of the provided chairs, I turned towards the doctor. "What will be done to him?"

"If they are still following procedure, Mr. Bartleby will be allowed to change in private, given a physical examination, then placed under observation for twenty-four hours."

"That's all the time we've been given!"

"Indeed," Doctor Teague nodded. "That is our standard procedure, but you must remember, Mr. Wainwright, that these poor men are simply acting out the roles as they imperfectly understand them as an attempt to cleave to routine. Some aspects they may be unable to deviate from, but most of them understand that they must compromise this desire for security with the fact that they need Mr. Bartleby to investigate matters. We can only hope that they're able to give us the time they need."

"Splendid," I said in a sour voice.

 

***

 

The Weasel offered us escort some half-an-hour later, responding to some hidden signal that perhaps had originated within his own soul. He led us down the west wing hall to an office near the end. It was appointed with a small personal library, hardwood desk, and wide picture window. Most notable, of course, was the bloodied corpse curled up in the corner, which Bartleby had been hunched over as Doctor Teague and I arrived.

As I neared, I could see that our victim was an older man in his late forties or early fifties, dressed professionally in a blood-stained charcoal sack coat and lighter grey trousers. The shirt beneath his waistcoat had once been white, but was now stained a deep crimson, almost matching the hue of the bow-tie around his neck. A black bowler lay on the carpeting near his head, most likely where it had landed when he collapsed.

Bartleby was rifling through the man's pockets. His own fashionable attire had been replaced with the rough white cotton shirt-and-trouser set the patients wore, the cuff of his left arm stained with the blood of the dead man on the floor.

Doctor Teague blanched at the sight of the murder, but to her credit she did not recoil. I could not help but admire her resolve.

"I trust you weren't mistreated too badly?" I asked, feeling a bit of relief at his apparent well-being.

"Not at all, actually," Bartleby didn't look up. "After I changed, I was given a surprisingly complete and professional medical examination."

"What did the doctor look like?" Doctor Teague asked.

"Small man. Fairly old. Bald, but with simply astounding eyebrows. You should have seen them, James. Caterpillars warring over a cantaloupe."

"Ah, that would be Doctor Vogle," she nodded.

"At least they're letting the staff perform the actual medical examinations." I examined the victim's books. Director Paddock seemed to have split his professional library between the works of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung; each author had their own devoted shelving. A slim volume caught my eye, leatherbound, without a title. I picked it up and examined it, noting that it appeared to be the deceased's personal journal.

"No. Doctor Vogle is a patient here. He is a certified doctor, though, and did have a successful practice several years ago."

"Not... Doctor Joost Vogle?" Barlteby asked. "Well, that certainly explains the blood."

"You know him?" I slipped the journal into my surcoat and hastened to the corner of the office, where sat a reclining chair, similar to that employed by barbers. Some sort of mechanism had been affixed to the back, incorporating what I at first took to be a large example of a Fleming valve, an advanced electrical rectifier. It wasn't a design I was familiar with, however, and this absorbed most of my attention.

"By reputation. He had his license to practice revoked following a series of indiscretions – horrific medical experiments, to be frank. It was in all the broadsheets but a decade ago, James."

"I was out of the country." 

"Even so, James, I can't imagine that the news wouldn't have made it to the Americas."

I shrugged. I'd never paid much attention to the sensationalisms of yellow journalism, and I'd spent most of the 1890s entirely wrapped up in my work. Not that designing commercial automobile chassis and engines for Duryea was particularly engaging, but the tedious monotony had enabled me to retreat into a haze of mindless productivity. 

Medical science wasn't a speciality of mine in any case, no matter how cutting edge. The works attached to the back of the chair was far more interesting to me at any rate; doubtlessly, it was the creation of the Director. What was it, though? Some sort of tool for electronic therapy? A number of smaller electrodes seemed designed to affix to the cranium of the subject seated in the chair itself.

"The courts declared him criminally insane," Doctor Teague said. "He was committed to Bethlem Royal Hospital, and several years ago transferred here to partake in an experimental treatment programme."

"Splendid." Bartleby gave a full-bodied shiver. "I can still feel that butcher's hands on me."

"The drug-therapy we've got him on seems to have dulled his more malevolent urges."

"And when it wears off?" Bartleby asked. "Without a pharmacist free to mix his dosage--"

"He's not one of my patients, and I'm not privy to Doctor Nash's notes. If I had to hazard a guess, I would assume that he will gradually revert to his earlier psychosis."

"Not comforting."

"He may exhibit additional aberrations due to withdrawals from the drug treatments he's been under."

"Rather not comforting. You've quite the... clinical way of discussing these patients."

"Of course." Teague blinked. "I'm a doctor."

"Worry not, Bartleby. I'm sure that Scotland Yard's deadline will pass long before Doctor Vogle starts vivisecting about all willy-nilly." I was only half-paying-attention. What I had first taken to be a large central diode was in fact some sort of amplification device. It was not designed to filter electrical impulses, but to receive and interpret the charges passed to it from the smaller diodes attached to the reclining subject. "Doctor Teague, do you know the workings of this device?"

"It's the Director's own invention. I believe he finds it of some use in his dream therapy."

Dream therapy. It was conceivable that it was designed to record the electrical impulses of a subject in a state of dreaming, but I couldn't see any output recorders. "Have you seen it in action?"

"No. Our sessions here are closed. We aren't privy to the workings of one another's research."

"So there's no ethical oversight?" Bartleby stood, a leather-bound date-book in hand. He flipped through it absently.

"Psychiatry acts on a foundation of trust," Doctor Teague said. "And we put a lot of energy into our own experimental therapies. Until we're ready to publish we tend to guard our research very carefully."

"That's an odd trust."

"The only trust you'll find in academia," I said, turning from the machine. It was interesting, but we were working, and we did have a deadline. "What have you learnt from the body, Bartleby?"

"Cause of death appears to be multiple stabs throughout his chest and abdomen." He wiped the blood from his hands on the man's waistcoat. "They seem to be quite deep. Nothing less than what I'd expect from an enraged madman."

Doctor Teague closed her eyes, lips drawn tight. I felt bad for her, there, before her murdered colleague.

"Should I perform a forensic autopsy?" I asked.

"Later, if we've time." Bartleby held out the appointment book. "I'll need to speak to the patients he met with earlier yesterday. Something must have set one of them off, though I'm not sure whether his escape attempt released the others or if the murderer simply took advantage of the chaos of the mass releases."

Doctor Teague examined the list of names. "I'm at least passingly familiar with all of the patients. We'll have to speak to your father to arrange interviews with them, however."

"As acting director." Bartleby said. "Splendid."

 

***

 

I looked up from my perusal of Paddock's journal as Dennis Bartleby flipped the address book back towards his son. "I'll have the orderlies schedule a group therapy session. You can question them then."

Alton almost fumbled the catch. "I thought that all the patients had taken on the roles of the staff?"

"There are certain roles that must be cast, certain duties that must be filled," the elder Bartleby said, leaning back in his chair. "But there are thrice as many heads as hats to top them. Do you think we want this, Alton? Do you think I want to take the role of Director? I lead because someone must. We have doctors because there must be doctors. There are orderlies because there must be order. We serve because we must. The other patients have the luxury of remaining cared for, of retaining their treatment. Oh, how I envy them."

"Are you administering these treatments yourself?" Doctor Teague asked. "I know my own therapies require exacting dosages, and if inexpertly applied--"

"Don't concern yourself, Miss Teague--"

"It's Doctor Teague."

"Not right now it isn't." Dennis drummed his fingers on the desk. "Not today you aren't. You're just another visitor here. But you needn't worry. We may be mad, but we're not fools. Not most of us. Therapies continue as we can manage. Group discussions. Work details. Guided psychoanalysis. Nothing requiring medical expertise."

"Yes, but, even therapy is a precise and technical--"

"If you are so concerned, you are free to observe the group therapy session, as a visitor. It is typical of our continued therapy."

"I would prefer that you did," Bartleby spoke. "You know these men. I'll need your guidance in addressing them. "

The acting director clapped his hands. "A splendid idea."

"Director, would you mind if my partner James took the opportunity to speak to the other hostages--"

"Patients."

"Patients, then. The ones that had been doctors, I mean. Not the ones who are actually patients."

"He is a visitor. He can visit whom he likes."

I looked at Bartleby, the question bare upon my face.

"I need you to find out more about their therapies," he said, "the running of the asylum, and most importantly, about the patients yet engaged in their own programmes."

"Why me?" I asked. "I'm not what one would consider adept when it comes to these sort of interviews. That's more your forte."

"Nonsense. You're an excellent interrogator. And besides, these are men of science. You speak their language."

"They're men of psychology," I whispered, seeking to avoid insulting Doctor Teague. "I'd hardly consider that science."

"Please do this thing for me, James."

I frowned but nodded. It was hard to resist Bartleby when he was being needy. "One thing I've read in Vogle's journal. He wrote of a suspicion that some of the patients were being abused by the staff. None would speak of it, but he alludes to seeing burn marks and bruising, as well as disturbing indications within their dreams."

"Do you know of any of this, father?"

"I haven't had any but the finest of treatment," Dennis said. "And none have complained to me."

"But if they feared their tormentor..." Bartleby trailed off. "Another matter to investigate. Maybe I can elicit some truth from the other patients."

"Excellent. I'll arrange that group therapy session immediately." Dennis inclined his head towards the Giant. "Escort Mr. Wainwright to the other patients as he requests."

The Giant nodded mutely, heavy head on a thick neck. I wondered, not for the first time, how I could possibly manage to incapacitate him should the need arise.

 

***

 

"Vhat is das object you seen before you," Doctor Aufbauren asked, placing a pencil on the table between us. I'd been escorted to a spartan visitation room, the doctor brought in to see me. Before asking him about the asylum and its patients, I decided to ask him about the psychiatry he practised.

"It's a pencil."

"Nien." The doctor spoke dispassionately, his gaunt face without expression, his long arms at rest alongside his narrow frame. "Zee name of der object does not describen zee vay vee perceive das object. You tell me vat it is."

I looked down at the pencil, then back up at the doctor opposite me. "It's an octagonal wooden cylinder approximately 3 inches long, sharpened to a point at one end, containing a core comprised of lead and graphite. Divots in the surface of the wood appear to be dental, indicate a high probability of mastication."

Normally I found myself having to eschew such observatory conversation. People seemed to prefer brevity to accuracy.

"Brilliant!" the German shouted, clapping once. "You see, zat is das heart of Shtructuralism. Das vay der subject's mind catalogen and categorizen der datum it receiven tells us how zat mind is shtructurt. Vat ve perceifen and fiew as important enough to schare tells us about zee mind vee are examinink."

"Observable data is observable data."  I didn't hold much respect for psychology, but I could understand the diagnostic concept that this "Structuralism" was built around. I shifted in my seat, leaning backwards. "What does my description of the pencil tell you about me?"

"It tells me zat you have a fery shtructurt, analytical mind, Herr Vainwright," Doctor Aufbauren said. "You vould maken an ideal Shtructuralist. Tell me, haf you efer consideren a career in psychiatry?"

"No," I said. "I'll stick to the real sciences, thank you very much."

Doctor Aufbauren's face puckered, and the man wasn't very helpful after that.

 

***

 

Doctor Tucker was escorted in next. 

I was surprised at his apparent youth. Should I have passed him on the street I would have thought him an errant first-year student or senior link-boy. He was handsome with youth, face lacking even the slightest hint of beard or moustache. I wondered if he even need shave.

It's a practice I myself abhor, but I abhor the way that sweat collects in my workshop even more. I've been contemplating the construction of an electrical apparatus that one wears strapped to the chin while sleeping that will potentially retard the growth of facial hair, absolving one of the ritual of shaving, but as yet the classified advertisements I've been taking out in the local broadsheets have not yielded any volunteers.

The doctor cleared his throat, breaking through my musings about facial hair to remind me that he was there. He'd taken the seat opposite me.

"How old are you?" I asked.

He seemed surprised by my directness. "I'm twenty, Mr. Wainwright."

"You don't look it."

"Thank you?" His accent was decidedly American.

"It wasn't a compliment," I said. "Twenty is rather young for a doctor. Have you completed your schooling?"

The question appeared to make him uncomfortable. "I began my medical education at sixteen years of age."

"Don't they require a full period of secondary education in America?"

"I completed it early," was his explanation. "But are we here to talk about my education, or did you want to talk about psychiatry?"

"I've already described a pencil, so if it's all the same to you I'd rather skip that part."

"Spoken to Aufbauren already?" Doctor Tucker chuckled. "Don't worry, I'm not a Structuralist."

"Structuralism. It seemed very different from Doctor Teague's approach, and what little I've read in Paddock's notes about his own dream interpretation." I said. "I'm not seeing a great uniformity in the methods employed here."

"Psychiatry isn't an exact science, Mr. Wainwright." Tucker looked pained. "We're only beginning to scratch the surface of the brain and its workings. This asylum in particular has attracted a faculty prone to experimental methods."

I leaned back in my chair. "Why do you suppose that is?"

"We have Director Paddock to thank for that.  He encouraged us to develop new methods to treat the patients, as long as we stayed within the bounds of medical ethics."

"I'd expect nothing less from a Guildsman."

"Oh, are you a Guild member yourself?" He leaned forward, eyes widening.

"My journey-work was accepted Maximum Cum Laude," I said. 

"That's quite the accomplishment."

"Yes, it is."

He chuckled, hands in the pockets of his jacket. "Not one for humility, are you?" 

"I won't deny that I take pride in my work." False humility served no purpose.

"As well you should. I don't get the impression that you're one to bask overmuch in your success."

"I see my past achievements as a challenge," I said. "Benchmarks to surpass."

"Why do you suppose that is?"

"Why do I suppose what is?"

"Why are you never content with your successes? Who is it that you're trying to impress?"

I was a little unnerved by his sudden scrutiny. "I don't need to impress anyone."

"Is it your father?"

I felt the blood flush my face as I realised what he was doing. "You're at it, aren't you. You're analysing me."

"Does that bother you?"

"Stop it." My eyes narrowed.

He maintained the same vaguely concerned yet disconnected tone. "Stop what?"

"Psychiatricking at me. I'm not here to be analysed."

Doctor Tucker spread his arms wide. "You wanted to know what we did, what my process was like. This is it."

"I fail to see how asking invasive questions about my family history relates to anything."

"The key is to get you thinking about these topics." He tapped a finger against his temple. "Introspection is the one true diagnostic tool we as psychoanalysts have."

"Your colleagues don't seem to agree." I leaned back again, crossing my arms. "Both Director Paddock and Doctor Teague seem to think that observation of the subconscious mind directly is the key to diagnosing mental aberrations."

"And Doctor Nash believes in a physiological basis for madness that can be treated with drugs and medicine. That's the true strength of New Bedford; the same patient pools being exposed to multiple treatment types. We're each experts in our fields, Mr. Wainwright, and together we come up with a regimen that treats our patients on multiple fronts. Paddock's dream analysis, Aufbauren's Structural analysis, my guided introspection, Nash's pharmopsychiatry, and Miss Teague's--"

"I never asked Doctor Teague what her process was," I said.

He seemed to consider the matter carefully. "I'm not entirely clear on the details, but from what I understand she uses some sort of drug-induced hypnotic state to help the patients' explore their subconscious urges."

"Not entirely clear?"

"We're not one another's keepers, Mr. Wainwright." His tone was almost scolding. "We're academics as well as healers, and we're all involved in publishing in the journals of note. Competition for recognition can be fierce, so it's not unusual to be secretive about one's studies until after publication."

"I see." It wasn't terribly different in the real sciences.

"What do you see? Does it relate to your father?"

I looked back over my shoulder and gestured the Giant over. "We're done here."

 

***

 

As young Doctor Tucker was escorted away, I realised belatedly that I still hadn't asked about administrative procedure, potential abuse, or any of the patients. I inwardly cursed myself for the quickness of my temper, but had little interest in discussing my family with an inquisitive psychoanalyst, or therapist, or whatever it was they called themselves. When the giant that Doctor Teague had called Dunstan returned, he was escorting an elderly balding doctor wearing thick glasses. He looked all the world like my clockworks professor at the Guild Academy, though not quite so short. As I'd already met the rest of the faculty, I assumed that this was the pharmopsychiatrist that Doctor Tucker had referred to as Doctor Nash.

He eyed me cautiously as he approached the table I sat behind, and I resolved not to drive him off as I had his two predecessors. This would take finesse. Social graces. I asked myself, what would Bartleby say?

"Hello, Doctor Nash." I smiled what I hoped was welcomingly and gestured to the chair opposite me. "I'm James Wainwright, here working with my partner Alton Bartleby to discover who murdered your Director Paddock."

"Paddock is dead?" He seemed shocked. 

"Oh. Yes. Right. You've been locked up, haven't you? Well. At some point over the last night someone stabbed your Director to death, and the mad have taken over your facility. My partner and I have been asked by their leader to discover who killed him."

"Their leader. You said that your partner's name was Alton Bartleby?" he asked. "Then I assume that their leader is Dennis Bartleby?"

That was surprising. "Correct. How did you guess?"

"Mr. Bartleby – the elder – is a charismatic and highly intelligent organiser by nature. He has a focus uncommon to most of our patients: strong, but not so focused that he obsesses over minutia. More importantly, though, he's spoken often of his son, the consulting detective."

"If he's so charismatic and collected, then why did he end up locked up here?"

"The courts have dictated him incapable of managing himself or his family," Nash continued. "And rendered him into our care until such a time as he can be expected to be self-sufficient. As of yet he has not been deemed thus fit."

"What's wrong with him?"

"To start with he's a dedicated alcoholic with no desire to moderate his overconsumption. That on its own would be insufficient to keep him committed, but he refuses to acknowledge the changes he needs to make to moderate his behaviour. For all his organisational talents he remains incapable of performing basic household maintenance. Until he's willing to admit his flaws, he cannot be helped, so he remains a ward of the asylum."

"Doctor Tucker said that you believed that there was a physiological basis behind insanity."

"I believe that madness is an illness of the body, of which the physical structure of the brain is part. Mr. Bartleby is not, however, conventionally insane. Simply incapable, unwilling to change, and in our care. If it were my choice I would release him – his treatment here is a legal, not medical, matter."

Dennis Bartleby seemed capable enough to me. Capable enough to dominate and organise a collection of lunatics, at any rate. "Doctor Tucker mentioned that both you and Doctor Teague treat your patients with pharmacologically-based therapies."

"That's not entirely true."

"No?"

"I use mood stabilisers such as lithium and valproic acid to regulate my patients' moods. Once in a productive mindset they can work on the issues that have brought them here, perhaps in therapy with the other physicians. I see my work as a sort of psychological triage."

"And Doctor Teague?"

"What little I know of her therapy is that she uses some sort of South American plant extracts to assist patients in reaching a mental state conductive to her own processes."

"What sort of state?"

"I'm afraid I don't know. I'm not familiar with botanical folk remedies." He snorted.

Two doctors administrating drugs to patients without consulting one another. Psychology.

"One last thing," I said. "I read in Paddock's journal that he had suspicions that a member of the staff was abusing the patients, but he doesn't name anyone."

"I haven't seen anything but professionalism and concern for our guests," Nash said. "And I haven't heard anything in any patient therapy.

"Paddock seemed quite sure of it," I said.

Nash tapped his fingers on the desk. "I'm afraid I can't offer any further suggestions."

"Very well. Thank you, Doctor Nash."

In Which Alton Bartleby has a Breakthrough

 

"I'd like to open this meeting by thanking you all ever so much for attending," Baden said.

Alton Bartleby watched the dark-haired man carefully as he spoke, arms folded, sitting on a bench alongside the others gathered for the group therapy session. Doctor Teague sat a short distance away, at a separate table, largely ignored by the patients.

"While I am not myself a therapist, I have been involved in a sufficient number of group environments that I feel qualified to understand and convey the protocols involved--"

"How many?" a balding patient with a thick moustache and beady eyes asked.

"I beg your pardon?" Baden seemed caught off-guard.

"You said a sufficient number. What's a sufficient number, and under what authority do you deem it such?"

"Easy, Redvers," the patient to his left said.

Redvers had half risen from his chair. The Weasel-faced guard – Earm, Alton reminded himself – giggled shrilly, and Redvers slowly sat back down.

"I just want to know who appointed him lord and master of sufficiency," he grumbled.

"Forty-three," a pale man across from Redvers said.

"What?"

"F-forty-three." He stammered. "Meetings. Th-that Baden has attended."

"Thank you, Hector," Baden said.

"What, you've counted?" Redvers asked.

"F-forty three."

Baden held up a hand. "I've attended forty-three group therapy sessions in the two years I've been at Bedford, sir. I trust that suffices, unless you think you would fare better chairing this meeting?"

Redvers crossed his arms and shook his head. "No. You have satisfied me. For now. Please, continue."

"Thank you." The icy smile left the man's face, and for a moment Alton had a fuller image of the man. Baden was a natural autocrat, of sorts. Every group had them. Men who needed a semblance of control in their lives, preferably from an external source, but when deprived of this order, they would provide their own. Unfortunately, many of them could not cope with having that order challenged, and it looked to Alton like this Redvers lived, in part, to challenge authority.

"Normally in meetings such as this we begin with accounts of how we've fared since the last, but as this is the first time the group has assembled--"

"Now what then, Baden?" Redvers said. "What will we do instead?"

Baden rose, fists clenched. "I was just getting to that part--"

"I say, I might have a suggestion," Alton spoke quickly.

"Who the devil are you?" 

"This is the detective," Baden said, some of the colour leaving his face as he calmed. "You remember. Dennis's son."

Redvers gave Alton an appraising stare.

He smiled back. "A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mister--?"

"We don't. Don't go by surnames here," Hector said. "Creates distance. I'm Hector."

"Introductions. Yes. Let's start with that." Baden latched on to the ledge of procedure.

"We all know who you are, Baden."

"It's not for your benefit, Redvers. As mentioned, I'm Baden."

"I'm Hector."

"Redvers. You'd do well to remember."

"Hector."

"Robert," said the patient to Redvers' left, a younger man with a clean-shaven head.

"Alton, then," Bartleby said. "Charmed. Do you suppose we might talk about Director Paddock? He's who we all have in common. Surely his death must have affected all of us."

There was a moment or two of silence.

"All of us?" Redvers asked. "You've only just arrived here. After the Director was killed. What makes you think you're one of us?"

"Takes more than a white uniform," Robert added.

"Let's not be exclusionary," Baden said. "But you must understand, Alton. It takes some time to establish trust."

"Trust," Hector said.

"You might not know me," Alton said, "but I knew the Director. Am I not allowed to grieve?"

"You knew him?" Robert asked.

Alton caught Doctor Teague watching him out of the corner of his eye. "It isn't something I speak of."

"This is a place of safety," Baden said. "Of confidentiality. Nothing said here will be spoken of outside these walls."

"You cannot expect us to trust you if you do not trust us," Redvers said.

Alton shifted in his seat. This was getting a little more personal than he'd have hoped, but if he was going to have any chance of getting these men to open up to him, he'd have to confide in them. But what to say, what version of the truth to share. 

"I was a Commander when I left the Royal Navy. The experience left me a changed man. I don't want to get into the particulars of what I'd seen, what I'd done, for I have no great desire to worsen whatever nightmares already possess you. Suffice it to say that my training failed to adequately prepare me for the horrors of real war."

Redvers snorted. Alton ignored him.

"Upon my return I was greeted with open arms by my family, my father, my mother, my sisters. It'd been over a decade since I'd seen them, and I was hardly in a state to do more than try and assimilate back into a civilian life and forget the things I'd seen."

"They call it exhaustion," Robert said, his voice carefully level. He raised his eyes, locking gazes with Alton. The two shared a single moment of unspoken communication, of pain, and the other man looked away again.

"I wasn't diagnosed," Alton said. "I simply... went on half-pay and left the service. I drifted for months, it must have been, while my father... while my family enjoyed the pension I'd received."

He could feel their sympathy, particularly from Robert, and couldn't help but let it lead him. "I didn't care, though. I couldn't. I felt like I was watching myself watch them, staying in my room most days, reading letters from those that welcomed me back to London without seeing any meaning in their words.

Hector sucked the breath in between his teeth and began to rock a little in his seat.

"On the advice of a friend I made an appointment with Doctor Paddock. He wasn't director then, just another alienist. He... helped me work through some things. I am ever grateful to him, though I am ashamed to say that we haven't much kept in touch this last decade, beyond the odd card now and again."

Baden cleared his throat. "Thank you for sharing with us, Alton."

Alton nodded. "It comes as a shock to hear that Paddock is dead. He was such an important part of my healing process. I wouldn't be the man I am today if it wasn't for his assistance."

"Does anyone else have anything to say about the Director?"

Hector raised his hand. "Paddock helped me. Helped me. He, uh. When I was young my parents would thrash me. Thrash me for the way that I spoke. Before the Director, before Bedford, the doctors thought I was wilful. Wilful!"

"Calm down," Baden said. "Take your time."

Hector nodded and poured himself a glass of water. He took a long sip from it, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. "I'm sorry, I'm just upset. As with Alton, Doctor Paddock helped me a great deal. Helped me realise that my child-self was compulsively repeating what it had been punished for."

"Your child-self," Alton said. "Was this some sort of hypnotic regression therapy?"

"Nothing of the sort," Redvers said. "Director Paddock had his machine."

"The one in his office?" Alton asked. "What does it do?"

"It allows you to confront yourself," Robert said. "The parts of yourself that you cannot bear to face. You sort of..."

Baden picked up where he trailed off. "Go within."

Alton glanced behind himself towards Doctor Teague, who had ceased her note-taking and was watching the discussion avidly. "Perhaps that's what we need."

"I'm sorry, I don't know the science of it," Robert said.

"That's quite alright," Alton turned back to the group. "I've a good friend who does."

"I'm sorry to interrupt," Doctor Teague spoke up.

"Not at all," Baden said.

"One other matter. There has been some concerns raised that patients have been experiencing some abuse at the hands of the staff. None of you have experienced any mistreatment, have you?"

Alton glanced from the doctor back to the others in the therapy group.

"Not me, personally," Baden said.

Redvers snorted and looked away. Robert shook his head.

"N-no," Hector said. "Th-the doctors have b-been nothing but kind."

"And of the orderlies?" Teague asked.

"F-Foster can be rough," Hector said. 

The others stared at him.

"H-he. He yells. A lot."

"That he does," Redvers said with a chuckle.

"He's a hard man," Robert said.

"It's bluster," Redvers said. "The more a dog barks, the weaker his bite."

"You don't say," Alton said.

"Not just at us," Robert said. "He's one to yell at the staff, too."

"This is news to me," Doctor Teague said. "I've not had dealings with the man."

"I even heard him havin' a row with Paddock," Redvers said.

"But Paddock's so nice!" Baden said.

"From what I 'eard Paddock was givin' as good as he got," Redvers said.

Alton made a quiet eye contact with Doctor Teague.

20 September, 1911 - 12:35 pm

Had Aldora been any less nimble I daresay I would have broken her neck.

I was already a bit on edge, being surrounded by potentially murderous lunatics as I was, so when the slender arms took a hold of me as I passed the alcove it was my natural impulse to grab them, pivot their owner over my hip, grab them by the sides of the head as they sailed past, and give a sharp twist. Only Aldora is quite quick enough to use that momentum as a counterbalance to pull me into the alcove, pinning my wrist up between my shoulder-blades to hold me against the wall.

"Calm yourself," she whispered into my ear.

"What are you doing here?"

"Looking after my husband, as you seem incapable of remaining by his side."

"Doesn't look as if you've had much more luck sticking with him."

She shook her head. "He'll be staying put for the moment, in a meeting with that Teague woman and some of the other patients. While they've been busy with the two of you, I've taken it upon myself to find out what I can while unobserved."

I peered out into the hall, where my giant escort had continued towards the lobby, oblivious to the fact that I was no longer following him. "I doubt they'd take much notice of you either way."

"It's the killer I'm concerned with." She produced a cloth-wrapped bundle. "Someone here did murder Paddock, and they're no doubt most keen on your comings and goings."

She had my attention. "What have you discovered?"

She unwrapped a bloodied knife. "I came across it in a study. On the floor, as if dropped there carelessly."

I pulled a pair of vulcanised gloves out of my coat pockets, slipping them on one after another, the snap echoing loudly in the asylum halls. I took the knife in hand and held it up, noting the dried blood along its edges, the smooth shape of the blade, the weight of it in my hand.

"Ordinary carving knife," I muttered, flipping a magnification monocle down from the brim of my hat. "Most likely appropriated from the kitchen. If I get it back to the lab I can run some tests upon it, but I suspect we'll simply find that the blood is Paddock's."

"There's more."

"More?"

"More blood. Traces of it in the control room."

"There's a control room?"

 

***

 

The control room was cramped, little more than a booth. There was scarcely room for the uncomfortable chair amid the panels of levers and knobs, lights and diodes. Under the control dash there were more pedals, and exposed piping on the walls dripped with condensed water.

None of it was labelled, but given sufficient study I had little doubt I could discern the instruments' purpose. The pressure gauges indicated some sort of pneumatic system, which I could only assume belonged to the cell doors, explaining how they could have all been opened at once. A cursory investigation failed to reveal any flaws that might have lead to an accidental release, meaning that the mass opening had been intentional.

"This no doubt dates back to when the facility was more of a prison," I said.

"There, by those central lights," Aldora said. "See that? The reddish smear?"

I lowered the magnification monocle on its accordion scaffold once more and peered at the indicators. I'd missed it at first – a red stain on red glass – but there was what might have been dried blood on the bulbs above the door controls.

"You've quite the eye, Mrs. Fiske," I said, duly impressed. I'd looked at these very indicators at least twice without seeing it. 

I brought forth a small file and scraped a small quantity of the substance into a vial I kept for the very purpose. "I can analyse this in my laboratory. For now, you should go and advise Mr. Johnson as to our progress."

"Oh, no, I could never," Aldora said, twisting the wedding ring on her finger.

"I'll not take credit for your deductive prowess."

"No, James, please," Aldora said, slipping into the familiar. "You must promise me to keep my involvement from Alton or anyone else."

"Whatever for?"

"Alton has been concerned for me since the wedding, and as for the others... it would not be proper for a Lady to conduct herself so."

"Proper?" I could scarcely believe my ears. "You must forgive me, Mrs. Fiske, but there are a great many social conventions I have little use for, and I am afraid that this is one of them. I have seen you, again and again, portray yourself as far less capable and competent than you actually are to avoid bruising the delicate sensibilities of your intellectual inferiors. I keep my silence because if I were to speak out on every such foolishness our society burdens us with I would soon run short on words, so it will have to suffice to say that I think that your reservations are a needless handicapping that you burden yourself with unnecessarily."

A half-smile quirked at Aldora's lips, and her voice lowered, softened. "Oh, James. Please. Never change. Just please, promise me that you'll concede to this small deception."

"As you wish. You know my reservations. I'll not speak on it again."

She wasn't so bad, not really. She played the role expected of her, that of "mere woman," so well that I quite forgot how sensible she could truly be. If I stop and think about it, I'd attribute my dislike of her for a dislike for the masquerade she played... a deception similar to that of hiding my own intellect and self-education from my own brutish father so many years ago.

She straightened her hat, sniffing. "What now?"

"Collect Bartleby. Back to the lab." I slipped the vial into my inner jacket pocket, next to the where I'd strapped the knife in its cloth sheath. "But first I'm going to take a look at the study. See if there are any other forensic samples. And you?"

"I'm going to return to the cordon. They'll notice my absence soon enough. Might I impose upon you further?"

I buttoned my jacket. "Yes?"

"Just... mind Alton. Keep him safe where I cannot."

"Your husband is a capable man. He can take care of himself."

She shook her head. "James, you know Alton perhaps better than any, but do you know of how his father came to be here?"

"You alluded to this before. I've spoken to some of the doctors, but..."

"I know little enough of Dennis Bartleby, for Alton does not speak of him. Rumours abound, though, among the upper classes."

"I pay little heed to rumour."

"A freedom I envy you. While it is common knowledge that Alton had his father committed, the reason varies with the teller. Some say congenital madness. Others say degeneration brought on by years of alcohol abuse. Alton does not speak of it, and I do not pry."

I frowned. Given the scandalous rumours my partner did encourage, his silence on the matter was noteworthy.

"There is another matter, perhaps more serious."

"Oh?"

"Now that he's being treated as a patient, I'm worried about how this environment is going to affect him."

"You needn't. Alton is the most adaptable man I've ever known. More adaptable than his wife, even."

A small smile crossed her face. "That's precisely why I worry. My poise comes from years of study, but Alton... his gift is almost instinctive. His life has brought him to many different stations, from the scrabblings of genteel poverty, to the regimented life of a Naval officer, to the heights of London aristocracy, and his gift, his social savantism, gives him an instinctive grasp of the social orders within which he finds himself."

I nodded. I'd seen it myself.

"But it's more than that. He can integrate himself seamlessly, and eventually learn to pull its strings--"

"Like a puppeteer."

"Like a musician. He plays. People dance."

"I yet fail to see your concern."

She pursed her lips and turned away. "Perhaps I'm being overly cautious, James, but I don't believe it's a talent that he has a sense of control about. His drive to assimilate is irresistible, his need to fit in, to play the role of the social chameleon is instinctive. Here, in this place, surrounded by minds so malleable, so shifting, so hungry for a strong will..."

She trailed off, and my own heart sank with the possibilities. Who knew what this place might make of Bartleby. Who knew what he might make of this place. 

When I turned to address her again, the woman had gone.

 

***

 

I returned to Dennis's office, and I was pleased to note that Bartleby seemed none the worse for wear after his therapy. Doctor Teague gave me a small wave. I nodded.

"I trust that your investigations have been progressing fruitfully?" Dennis asked.

"Quite," Alton said. "I've a fuller picture, I believe, of Doctor Paddock's therapies. And you, James?"

"Some new evidence."

"You managed to evade Dunstan most effectively," Dennis said. "I'm afraid it upset him. He feels that he's failed in his duties."

"I can't say that I'm sorry."

"Nor should you be. It is not your prerogative to assist him in his tasks. I trust that your deception was fruitful?"

"That remains to be seen, until I am able to bring the Director's body down to my laboratory for a full forensic autopsy--"

Dennis tensed. "Out of the question."

"Father, I can assure you that such an examination is a vital part of our investigation," Bartleby said.

"I am afraid that removing the Director is quite impossible. The body is the most important evidence we possess, and I'll not have the Metropolitan Police tampering with it."

"Sir," I said. "I can assure you that the Director will remain in my custody at all times."

"Can you?" Dennis asked, still rigid. "My son vouches for you, but how can you claim to speak for the police? I say you cannot."

"You're being ridiculous," Bartleby said.

"I am afraid that it's quite out of the question," Dennis said.

I knew better than to argue with the mad. "So be it. I'll just have to see what the knife tells me."

"Knife?" Bartleby asked. "You've found the murder weapon?"

"Unless the place is littered with bloody cutlery," I said. "It was in the study. Dropped in haste, near as I could tell."

"May I see it?" Dennis asked.

I pulled the weapon from my coat, laying its cloth on the desk. Bartleby, Doctor Teague, and Dennis gathered around it.

"It's just a standard knife from the kitchen." Dennis gave a bitter smile. "Anyone could have taken it in the confusion."

"What can your tests tell us about it?" Doctor Teague asked.

A mind eager to understand was always a pleasure. "Forensic sciences can tell us quite a bit. I do have a sample of Paddock's blood, so I can determine if they're of the same type. I can also look for any traces that point to the killer, and discern how long after the murder the knife was abandoned from samples taken near where it fell."

"That's fascinating. I had no idea."

Bartleby nodded. "Forensic science has become James's speciality."

"I'd hardly call it a speciality," I said. "Oh, that reminds me. I found samples of blood in the control room."

"The control room?" Teague asked.

"Yes. Near the toggles to operate the cell doors."

"Then the patient release was no accident," Bartleby said.

"If the blood is Paddock's," I said. "I can determine if the doors were opened before or after the murder."

"Do you mind if I go with you?" Doctor Teague asked. "I'd love to see how it works."

Teague? In my laboratory? I'm normally not comfortable with others present while I'm working, but she was a scientist. Of a sort. Perhaps if I showed her my methods I could convert her to the ways of physical science. I'm not sure why, but the thought made my skin flush and elevated my heart rate.

"Of course you can," Bartleby said, nudging me with his elbow for some daft reason. "Right, James?"

"I suppose," I said.

"Be quick about it," Dennis said, checking the nearby mantle clock. "Scotland Yard's deadline draws nigh. Many innocent lives hang in the balance."

"We've not forgotten," Bartleby said. "We won't tarry."

Dennis held up a hand. "You're not going."

"What?"

"You're a patient, boy," Dennis said. "You'll be returned to your cell until Mr. Wainwright and Doctor Teague return."

Alton tapped his fingers together rhythmically. "Father, I've had just about enough of this game."

"You think this is a game?" Dennis asked.

"These rules of yours are hampering my ability to identify the true killer," he said through clenched teeth.

"Imagine that, son, commitment is making things more difficult for you."

"Father--"

"My soul doth weep." He flapped his hand at his son.

Bartleby scowled, then turned to me. "Be quick."

"As quick as I can manage."

He glanced towards Doctor Teague, then leaned in to me. "But not too quick, eh, lad?"

I had no idea what he was implying, but I did not care for his tone.

"Oh, one last thing," Bartleby said. "There's an orderly here. A Foster. The patients mentioned him having argued with Paddock."

"Carlton Foster?" I asked.

"Yes, I believe that's his name," Doctor Teague said.

"He's mentioned in the journal." I pulled the book out, flipping through it. "Paddock mentions having to confront the man. Something about disagreements in policy."

"Perhaps you'd best have a word with him before you depart?"

I nodded. From the journals Paddock had portrayed Foster as a difficult and obstinate man. It'd be nice to have a problem I could address directly for once.

 

***

 

"You've got questions for me, then?" Foster asked.

I'd sat with him in his cell for some few minutes, watching him, observing while the Giant stood silent sentinel behind me. Upon first blush I took him as a brutish man, dull and surly, the sort you'd more commonly find selling their muscles to extortioners on the East End or working for Inspector Abel. Such a man would find the systemic abuse of patients alluded to in Paddock's journal difficult. He would have to put up with their disrespect when it occurred and strike back at them in small ways. He'd have to be measured, clever, and of easy temperament.

Foster struck me as none of these things. I would have to test this theory.

"Your mother," I said.

"What about me mam?" he asked.

"Your mother is a whore."

"What?" Surprise at my words ate up any other response he might have had.

"Your mother is a whore," I repeated, "And your father was a river rat who wept to produce such a strut noddy from his loins."

His face reddened. "I'll have your eye in a sling--"

I spat in his face.

With a roar he proved my hypothesis correct as he flipped the table from between us and launched himself like a cannonball at me. Large, meaty hands gripped me by the jaw and throat before I could move to defend myself. He was strong, prodigiously so, and soon had me slammed up against the near wall. I was thankful for its padding.

I didn't have much room to move, but I brought my own fists to bear and slammed into his gut twice. I might have well been attacking the padding for all the did it good. Make no mistake, this was a hard man, and he barely exhaled as I brought a knee up between his legs.

The vision at my periphery began to fade.

Suddenly he was off, hauled away by the Giant. He held my opponent, no small man himself aloft and struggling as a housewife might a kitten. Foster beat his fists against the giant's arm, to no avail.

"What, you think because I've got my limits I murdered Paddock?" he demanded.

"No," I straightened my jacket. "I think it proves you haven't. Or at least, that you haven't been abusing the patients."

Foster's struggles lessened, though he kept his glare upon me. "What's this then?"

I set the table right, along with the chairs, and gestured towards one of them. The Giant lowered Foster into his, keeping his hands firmly on the orderly's shoulders, disturbingly close to his neck.

"You think I've been taking liberties with my charges?"

"No," I said, breathing hard as I sat across from him. "You're the sort of man who'd make his spite clean, not back-handed."

"You might've asked, you topsy gump."

"People lie," I said. "Their actions do not."

"So are we done here?"

"Not quite. I have heard that you'd had words with the Director."

"And? Sometimes people see differently."

"Paddock has been murdered."

His demeanour changed instantly, into one of weary sorrow. "Oh what? Not the old man? Oh, naw."

"You seem upset. Weren't you arguing with him?"

"Oh, yeah, but he was a mate. Mate's sometimes have at it, but they're still mates."

"Your friend?" I said. "I'm sorry, but you don't seem terribly... compatible."

"That's what you get when you take things at face value," Foster said. "No. He was a good man. I respected him. He taught me chess. Introduced me to the works of Kierkegaard."

I chided myself for making assumptions about the man. That was not science.

"I'm sorry for your loss."

He lowered his face into his hands. "Oh, lord, Arthur. He was like a father to me. You know? How'd he die?"

"Someone stabbed him to death. You were mentioned as having argued with him--"

"Arthur was... he was having problems with someone. I was calling him a coward for being so passive about it. Trying to, you know, work him up."

"Who?"

"He wouldn't say." A small chuckle escaped Foster's lips. "Knew I'd see to it if he did."

"I'm sorry, I--"

"No, no." Foster relaxed and gazed at me levelly. "You're an odd duck, but I get what you were trying to do. It's like what Kierkegaard says... truth is subjectivity, right? And you're trying to catch Arthur's killer. If there's any way I can help..."

I sighed. "Unless you've an idea who might have done it..."

"Sorry. I wouldn't take anyone here... patients or staff... for a killer." He patted the Giant's hand. "Right Dunstan?"

I stood. "Well. If I do need anything..."

"Just find Arthur's killer. He was... he was a good man. Not like me. Not like you, I'd wager."

"No," I said. "Not like me."

20 September, 1911 - 1:30 pm

 

"So Mr. Bartleby and Mrs. Fiske don't live together?" Doctor Teague asked once we had returned to Bartleby's townhouse, gazing about the foyer.

"Not yet, at any rate," I said, handing my coat to William, Bartleby's houseboy. "I am to understand that they prefer to keep separate accommodations, though if you ask me neither is willing to give up their home to move in with the other."

Doctor Teague handed her hat and coat to the boy, stifling a small grin.

"Their disagreement suits me just fine," I said. "Eventually, I assume, Bartleby will have to concede the matter, and I will have to find my own appointments. It will be a tremendous bother. In addition to transporting my meagre personal possessions, the entire lab will have to be disassembled and reconstructed in a new place. You can imagine that many landlords are not terribly keen on renting to engineers, despite Guild-offered insurance programmes."

"Is it just the rearrangement of your lab that troubles you?" she asked.

"Isn't that enough?"

"You're forgetting that I'm a psychiatrist, Mr. Wainwright. I've only known you a short time, but I can see there's some unresolved tension between Mr. Bartleby and yourself."

"I don't know anything about that," I said, leading her from the foyer towards the kitchen and, below it, my workshop. "My own studies are in the physical studies. And, really, we haven't much time to tarry into tangental subjects, such as my relationship with my partner and his bride."

"I didn't bring up Mrs. Fiske. Are you afraid of being replaced?"

I opened my mouth to snap at her, as I had when Doctor Tucker had been doing his analysis, but remembering how that had turned out, shut it again. "We've other matters to attend to, Doctor Teague. Please try and stay focused."

She nodded pleasantly. "I am quite keen to see this laboratory of yours."

For reasons I'm not entirely sure of I suddenly became quite self-conscious about the ramshackle nature of my facilities, and quite insecure about how Doctor Teague might view them. It didn't make any sense, really – the woman was not acquainted with any of the engineering sciences, and the finer points of array and disarray would be quite beyond her. Nevertheless, this sudden fear that gripped me caused me to nearly falter in my hesitation. I found myself looking for an excuse, any excuse to delay her while I – at the very least – tidied up a bit.

"Would you care for some tea?" I asked her. "Or a spot of luncheon?"

"Actually, I am rather hungry," she said.

"I'll have the cook fix you a bit of something," I said, "while I prepare the lab."

"Nonsense, we're not done talking yet," Doctor Teague said, taking my hand. "I insist you join me."

"Oh," I put my coat back on the hook. It kept slipping, and I felt the heat rising under my collar. "Very well, then."

Mrs. Hoddie fixed us some mutton dripping sandwiches. Doctor Teague made me unaccountably nervous, and I ate with considerably less gusto than I am acquainted.

"I hope the fare isn't too paltry," the cook said. "Only Mr. Bartleby is not partial to luncheon, and Mr. Wainwright's tastes are, well, a bit common."

"It's perfectly fine," Doctor Teague said. "I grew up on such."

"Oh?" I asked. "With your education I would have assumed a privileged background."

"I was most fortunate to have a number of generous academic patrons, but I grew up the humble daughter of a seamstress. Drippings and bread were often all we could afford."

My esteem for the Doctor expanded. "I could say much the same. I imagine that our struggles were similar, competing against our social superiors."

She made a face. "I'm unfond of that term. Accidents of birth and upbringing do not make one superior."

"Indeed, I've often found the opposite to be true," I said.

She smiled at me, and I felt a flutter in my chest. "So, it's you and Mr. Bartleby here in this home, then?"

I nodded. "I've got a room, so he tells me, but I can't say I see much of the house beyond my workshop."

"Doesn't that lead to... well, all sorts of rumours?"

"What sort of rumour?" I asked, dipping my sandwich into the bowl of drippings.

The cook made her hasty exit to the pantry.

"Well, you know." Her hand gestured vaguely. "Two men. Bachelors. Living together. You're quite close, always seen as such in public..."

I chewed the sandwich, trying to understand what she was implying. "I'm not one for the wagging of tongues, I'm afraid. We live and work together, yes, but it's an established fact that we're business partners in this consulting detective venture. What are you getting at?"

Her face reddened and she seemed suddenly very interested in her lunch. "Oh, it's nothing. We'd best hurry. I'd love to see your analysis of the knife."

I could hear Mrs. Hoddie laughing from the pantry. Odd woman.

 

***

 

Oh yes. The laboratory.

My workshop is in the basement of the house, in a walled off portion of what used to be the servants' dwelling when Bartleby employed more than two. At my request he moved the house boy and cook up into the suite of rooms that had initially been intended for me, but which I'd only seen the once. Having separate quarters is not conducive to my work habits; a hammock stretched between pylons is far more convenient. Should my zeal for invention outstrip my bodily energy, I need only stagger a few yards from my workstation before collapsing into exhaustion.

That is, I believe, far more efficient than climbing all the way up to the kitchen, walking to the main hall, then taking the stairs up to the second floor and all the way to the bedroom. Can you conceive of how tedious that would be? 

Workstation is as accurate an euphemism as anything else. While I do have benches and a desk designated for the purpose, I have noticed a tendency for my work to creep and expand like ivy, iron and copper piping crossing through workspaces, gears and cogwork sectioning the laboratory in half. While eventually my work does shape itself into something concise, while in the midst of a creative fugue I work like a gas, expanding to fill my available space, often threatening to snake up the stairs to the kitchen and interfere with Mrs. Hoddie.

That's the second benefit to my workspace; twice a day the cook sends down a meal. I've little doubt that if Bartleby had not commanded her so I would only remember to eat when the hunger pains outgrew the urge to craft. As it is, when my bodily frailties do compel me to consume, I often find two or even three plates worth of meals stacked together.

Perhaps there is some truth to Bartleby's admonishment that I need to take better care of myself.

"It's a bit more... festive than I would have assumed," Doctor Teague said, gesturing at the pastel-wrapped boxes among the machinery.

"Wedding gifts," I said.

"You mean Mr. Bartleby and Mrs. Fiske's?"

"Yes."

"Stored here? Down in your laboratory?"

I cast her a side glance. "Not by my choice, I can assure you."

"I should assume not," she said. "A man's environment is a reflection of the state of his mind. Everything else here sings your name, but these boxes..."

A wry grin forced itself onto my lips. "I've done what I can. Stacking the boxes into partitions, you see."

"Very clever," she said. "An engineer's gift, to incorporate what chaos fate bestows into structure."

I had no response to that. Unlike Bartleby, I am not the braggart, though I must admit that I was curious to see if stoneware and samite could keep what energies I'd produced from mingling, and indeed discover the effects of long-term N-Ray exposure upon common household goods.

She stopped by the dress doll, examining its articulate clockwork. "Is this a design of yours?"

"Good word, no," I said, moving it further into its dark corner. "Another gift, to the bride."

"It looks like an engineering work."

I sighed. "It's bloody useless. There's a segment of the leisure class that has developed a taste for the trappings of technology, ever since the 1905 St. Louis World Fair when an American sculptor displayed some fifty-foot-tall iron automaton. It was typically American, an impressive feat of engineering of questionable utility."

"And what does this do?"

The dress-form was likewise useless. "Wind it up, and it moves its torso in a pattern identical to the normal range of motion typified of a member of the London season. Dancing and fopping about, I don't know. A novelty valued by those without an understanding of engineering."

"Ah," she said, tracing a pale finger along one of the pipes running the length of the rear wall. "What's this for?"

"It's a heat dispersal apparatus." I swept a collection of cogs and springs from the top of the drafting table and into a wire basket.

"What does it do?"

"It disperses heat." I turned to glance back at her blank expression and decided to elaborate. "To extend the duration a mechanical engine can run without overheating."

She was leaning against a bare spot of wall, one knee bent, hands behind her back. "So... the knife?"

I placed the blade atop the table and began taking the glassware from the cabinet below, assembling it as I spoke. "These alembics have been treated with a special phosphorescent mercury coating reactive to the N-Ray signatures present in an organic sample. Blood is particularly effective, though skin, hair, or aqueous humour would be somewhat effective if first dissolved in a strong acid."

"Wouldn't the acid destroy the tissue?" She strode forward, eyes keen.

"The tissue, yes." I scraped a crust of the dried blood from the knife's blade into one of the test-tubes. "But not the N-Ray energy, which would persist in the resulting slurry long enough for our purposes."

"And we do have blood."

"Yes." I removed the handkerchief Bartleby had dabbed in Director Paddock's blood from my inner vest pocket, and carefully tweezed some of its flakes into the other tube.

She leaned over the drafting table. I was keenly aware of her scent, of all things, like a field of lilacs drenched in strawberries. It left me light-headed. "Will this identify the killer?"

"Not directly," I said, leaning back out of the miasma of her pheromones. "But if the energy signatures match then we know for a fact that this is the murder weapon.

She looked at me. "Is that in doubt?"

"Not doubt," I said, "Never doubt. There is no place for doubt in science. Simply what has been proven, and what has been disproven."

"And what of the rest?"

"Possibility," I said without hesitation.

Doctor Teague smiled, and I tried to concentrate on my task. "You are not like the others of your gender that I have known."

I heard her shift. "Oh? How so?"

"You pay attention. You ask the right questions, rather than wait for someone to explain what is going on to you. Your mind works in analytical ways."

"And you say that the other women you know lack such a capability?"

"Not inherently. Biology is not my forte, but there is no grand structural difference between the male and female mind. I have a theory that women are, in England, trained not to find the answers themselves, but instead to be reliant on men."

She was silent.

I continued. "It's a gross inefficiency and a detriment to the Empire."

When she spoke again, her voice was soft, distant. "Why do you suppose this is so?"

"I don't pretend to be able to understand people or their motives. I leave that work to Bartleby. Suffice it to say that we live in an inefficient world where foolishness is both rampant and encouraged."

She let out a long sigh, and I tore my gaze away from the chemistry apparatus long enough to spare her a glance. 

Doctor Teague had perched on the side of a collection of wooden crates, and was now half-slung across them as if exhausted.

"Your sex is on the receiving end of much of this foolishness," I said. "What does your psychiatry attribute this to?"

"Psychiatry has its theories, but for all the academic understanding, I've never had a closeness with other women. Even growing up, I saw my mother as too much the romantic. I can tell you that during my early socialization, I was constantly admonished to be more ladylike, despite such mannerisms being distinctly suboptimal."

"You seem feminine enough to me," I said, though admittedly I am perhaps a poor judge. 

A wry smile crossed her lips, one that I found quite charming. "I have taken on what behaviours serve me more than harm, particularly where comes to the appearance I project."

"Superficial sacrifices for common convention." I could empathize. Bartleby insisted I wear trousers. Even in my lab, even under the protective apron.

"Where I perhaps differ from my fellow women," she continued, her voice hardening, a light gleaming in her eyes, "is the refusal to profit from weakness. I will not lower myself to using my sexuality to bargain for favours from men. I will be recognized only on my own merits."

"As well you should be. Honestly, I've heard Mrs. Fiske suffer many of the same indignities."

"Mrs. Fiske? She seems born to this life, these roles."

"I have my issues with Aldora, but she's far more than what English society permits. She does, perhaps, play the role well, but it takes its toll on her."

"I had no idea."

"You should speak with her, perhaps. I've no doubt you'd have much to talk about."

"Perhaps, but as I said, I've never really gotten along with other women." She seemed to catch herself. "Terribly sorry, you must forgive my passion."

"Not at all. You've had a rough go. And passion should never be apologized for."

He smile seemed less than genuine, even to me. 

She pointed at the flasks. "They're glowing."

The test tubes were emitting that peculiar greenish phosphorescence of N-Ray energy, tinting the entire laboratory along the spectrum towards the emerald. I crouched alongside them, my gaze casting between them to gauge their relative luminosity.

"Do they match?"

"Well enough," I said. There was some room for error, but not significantly. Still, I made a mental note to create a visor capable of precisely measuring visual wavelengths of radiant energy for future comparisons. I estimated that I could have a working prototype by the time such expertise was needed for the trial of whomever the culprit was.

"So it is the murder weapon."

"Yes."

"What does this tell us? About the killer, I mean."

There was that inquisitive mind. "Precious little on its own, but now that we know it to be the murder weapon we can attempt to discover if the killer left any finger prints on the handle."

"Finger prints?"

"It's a recent development in forensic technology," I explained, wrapping the knife in linen. "Pioneered in Calcutta, and adopted by our own Metropolitan Police this last decade. Each person's fingers possess a unique structure to them, and it is possible to capture the pattern of oil left behind by the bare fingers. The technicians at Scotland Yard will be able to compare what we find on the knife to the patterns on the inmates' fingers."

"I had no idea," Doctor Teague said.

"It isn't something they advertise," I said. "Or I suppose all criminals would simply wear gloves."

She held out her hand. "I can take the knife to Scotland Yard. You should return to Bartleby."

"We can hand it to an officer at the barrier in front of the hospital," I said. "Besides, you'd only get your own prints on it, and that would muddle things for the technicians."

She withdrew her hand, eyes widening, staring at her fingertips. "I suppose you're right."

I smiled. My reaction to the forensic development had been much the same. I'd studied my own fingertips for weeks.

In Which Alton Bartleby Assists

 

"Primary laceration from sternum to right hip," James said.

Primary... laceration... Alton wrote in the little notebook he carried. He was not in the habit of taking his partner's dictation, but when the man was elbow-deep in Director there was little one could do but accommodate him.

"Wound is deep enough to gouge the hip-bone, and lacerated the large intestines. If he had lived he would have been facing significant septic shock."

"Fortunate he was spared that then," Doctor Teague said from across the room.

She was leaning over one of the wash basins, facing away from the corpse. Alton couldn't blame her.

Lacking the madmen's permission to remove Director Paddock's body from the facility, James was forced to perform his exploratory autopsy in the asylum's bath, primarily because its stone floor would be easier to clean afterward, and it was the only chamber with a drain in the floor.

"Puncture wounds to the heart, lungs – both – and left kidney."

"Poor man was used as a pin cushion," Bartleby said.

"This is ghastly," Teague said.

"You can go if you like," James said. "Wait in the hall."

Alton couldn't help but find his partner's infatuation adorable.

"No, I... I owe it to Arthur."

James nodded, then went back to his gruesome task. "One thing to note."

Alton tapped his pencil against his lip. "Yes?"

"These wounds are very neat."

Doctor Teague risked a glance over. "They look rather bloody."

"No, I mean controlled. Clean. Precise. There isn't the ripping and tearing I'd assume from a knife-wielding psychotic."

"Have you much familiarity with the handiwork of knife-wielding psychotics?" she asked.

Both detectives replied in unison. "Yes."

Doctor Teague adjusted her glasses and rose to join them, eyes averted from the gore. "The classic psychotic is not, as one would assume, driven by a boundless rage."

"No?" James asked.

"No. Their compulsions are as varied as their diagnosis, but they're more rational than emotionally driven."

"Rational," Alton said, bemused.

"If you understand the motivation. Pathology is a puzzle, gentlemen. If you understand the drive behind our patients, their actions make a good deal of sense indeed."

"Really."

"What I mean to say is that they are consistent."

Alton snorted. His personal experiences spoke to the contrary.

Doctor Teague frowned. "Mock me if you will, Mr. Bartleby, but the precision of these strikes is not something a sane man could easily manage."

"I can't argue with that," he said. "I bow to your superior education, Doctor."

Her frown lessened. Slightly. "Some of our patients have minds that are so orderly and structured that it is almost impossible for them to cope with the chaotic unpredictabilities of the world we live in."

Alton shifted, suddenly interested again, the disdainful fop disappearing from his manner. He gestured towards the body. "Is such a mindset consistent with these injuries?"

"It isn't inconsistent," Doctor Teague said. "I can give you a list of the patients who might manifest in such a way, if you like."

"Excellent," Alton beamed.

"I'll need to access my files."

"In your office then?"

James waved a crimson hand. "Give me a bit to get Director Paddock sorted and clean up, and I'll catch up with you."

"Fine. We'll wait for you in Teague's office."

James nodded, and the pair departed.

20 September, 1911 - 3:00 pm

Aldora landed behind me with a soft pat. I'm proud of the way I refrained from turning to look.

"You've just missed your husband and the doctor."

"I do not care for that woman," she said.

"No? It seems you'd have quite a bit in common."

"We do not." The frost in her voice consumed whatever good will I'd earned earlier.

I finished drying my hands and tossed the hand towel into the basket. "What's wrong with her?"

"I did some investigative work of my own. Spoke to some of Teague's classmates at Girton."

"You do get around."

"There were rumours, James, of misconduct between her and one of her professors. That she had exchanged... favours for her certification in Psychiatric Evaluation."

I tsked. "You of all people should know how threatened by an intelligent woman men can be. And how gossips will rag."

Her lips drew taut. "Perhaps, James, but listen carefully. She later made allegations that this professor had stolen the credit for work on her thesis. When the academic council rejected her claims, that same professor was later found murdered, a fountain pen thrust through his eye."

"Was there no investigation?"

Aldora shook her head. "Scotland Yard's notes indicated that while she was questioned, she was dismissed as a suspect on account of being, and I quote the report, "A simple, scared, and helpless woman."

"Well, there you have it," I said.

"James. Have you known Teague to be simple, scared, or helpless?"

"No, but I've not known her to be a ruthless killer, either."

"All the same, I strongly suggest you not write her off. But listen, James--"

"I find her quite amicable."

"James. Listen."

I turned to face her, and noted the grave look upon her face.

"There's an inmate in the tunnels below the baths--"

I glanced at the drain. "There are tunnels below the baths?"

"Pay attention, good lad. He's wandering there, covered in blood. Not his own, I'd wager."

"What were you doing in the tunnels below the baths?" I asked.

"Being thorough," she said. "And it's a good thing I was. He seems an apt candidate for your killer."

"Fetch him up, then," I said.

She blinked. "Me? No, dear boy, I'm afraid that this task falls to you."

I looked at the drain again. "I'm not going down there."

"I'm afraid you'll have to."

"I'm too large! You'll have to do it yourself."

"You'd refuse a dangerous task and instead ask a woman to--"

"I know what you're capable of, Mrs. Fiske," I said.

She folded her arms. "Fine. Then accept that I'll be busy watching my husband while he cavorts about with that woman."

"You can't think that Bartleby is endangered by--" I stopped. "You're jealous."

"What?" she said. "Jealous? Mr. Wainwright, you forget yourself. Or rather you forget the arrangement my husband and I have. We do not... meddle in one another's affairs."

"Of course not."

Perhaps it had been that way, in the beginning. Aldora and Bartleby's wedding had been arranged out of convenience, neither interested in giving up the lifestyles they'd grown fond of, yet forced to bow to London's social pressure. It was enough of a fiction to satisfy the wagging of social tongues; such a thing was not even unusual enough to be remarkable. In place of affection and possession, they'd fostered a mutual respect, and during the years of their engagement had been permissive of one-another's extracurricular activities.

Things had changed after the wedding, though, and not so either would freely admit it. Aldora had withstood a cascading series of emotional blows leading up to the wedding, beginning with the death of her brother, and ending two years later with his death a second time. Bartleby had – perhaps uncharacteristically – put his selfish hedonism aside to care for her.

That's the way their nuptials had commenced. His care had been healing for her, and perhaps doubly so for himself. Neither seemed willing to acknowledge it, and perhaps in time they would both still indulge in their own adventures once more.

But not yet.

Not so soon.

And Doctor Teague, under the lab-coat and professionalism, was an attractive woman. I saw Aldora's distaste for the jealousy that it was. Perhaps Aldora's concerns were not quite so misguided.

I looked back down at the drain in the floor, rimmed red with Paddock's blood. "Very well. But if I get stuck--"

"I do so appreciate it, James," Aldora said, and when I glanced over, the words hanging in the air were all that remained of her.

 

***

 

I did not, as it turns out, get stuck.

It was a close thing, perhaps, but between removing my shirt and waistcoat and the decades of accumulated algae on the sides of the drain I was able to work my way down quite ably. How Aldora managed without a smear upon her dress is something I cannot fathom. That woman missed her calling as a master burglar.

It was as black as pitch below, but I'd brought a galvanic torch with me, and the dank tunnels were soon lit by its crackling glow. 

It wasn't much, to be honest. More a toy than a tool, but I was fond of the torch, as fond as I'd ever been of a device not of my own design. It had been mine since I was a child, and perhaps better replaced than repaired, but it had been the first thing I'd purchased with my own money. One of the few things I owned for sentimental, rather than practical reasons. A good thing. That sentimentality was the only reason I had a light source on my person at all.

I waded forward through the cramped tunnels, up to my ribs in unpleasantly warm sewage, holding the torch above my head to avoid getting it wet. As I've said, it was old, and I had little desire to test the limits of 1890s waterproofing.

I could tell there was someone down there with me. The psychotic. I could hear him breathing when I held still. It was steady, but ragged, and loud.

Was that how my own breath sounded? I'm not proud of it, but when challenged or when someone I care for is threatened I have the propensity to slip into a frightful red rage, a fury knowing neither intellect nor mercy. 

What would Doctor Teague make of that, I wondered. Would she shrink from me in revulsion? Regard me with fear? Or approach me with a psychiatrist's intellectual detachment. I didn't know which possibility was worst.

I continued slogging, trying my best to track by hearing, trying my best to keep track of where I'd turned when the pipes made a junction. Patterns were Bartleby's forte. His was the eidetic memory. I did not fancy getting trapped down below, but I seemed to be making progress. Or at least, the ragged breathing was getting louder.

The galvanic torch fizzled. I thumped it with the heel of my other hand in an affectionate sort of way, and the light flickered. When had I last changed the galvanic cells? How much charge did they hold? It flickered again, I thumped it again, and the light went out.

For just a moment.

And then it went back on again.

I did not suddenly see the madman there, lunging out of the filth, a manic gleam in his eye. I did not see the glint of his knife as he attacked. I was not suddenly assaulted by a miraculously appearing horror because of a moment's distraction.

This time.

I did spot him, though, or rather his shadow. The dun of his filth matched the wall next to which he huddled quite well.

He remained still as I approached, and though I could hear his breathing, he did not move as I prodded him.

"Sir," I said.

He did not respond.

"Sir." I prodded him again.

No response. Whatever malady he suffered left him insensate.

It was going to be a devil of a time getting him back up the pipe.

 

***

 

After taking the opportunity to shower off both myself and the mystery psychotic, I had the inmate guards summon Bartleby and Doctor Teague to join us in Director Paddock's office. A vaguely man-shaped stain was left in the carpet where the body had lain, but my catatonic friend didn't respond to it.

"Do you recognise him?" I asked as Doctor Teague gave the man a quick examination.

"Yes, it's Doctor Vogle," Doctor Teague reached out to his arm. "Doctor Vogle? Joost? Do you know where you are?"

Doctor Vogle reacted violently to her touch. I moved more quickly, pulling her away and interposing myself between the two of them, taking a powerful series of rabbit kicks to the lower ribs for my trouble. Slipping between two kicks I brought the broad of my forearm across his throat, pinning him to the ground until he stopped struggling.

"He's a fair sight different from when he'd examined me before." Bartleby said, unbothered by the sudden outbreak of violence. "What's wrong with him?"

Teague stared at the pair of us, shock naked on her face. "Depends on the day. He suffers from alternating fits of mania and melancholia. This appears to be one of his melancholic phases."

"He was down in the tunnels below the baths," I said.

"Good Lord," Bartleby said. "However did you find him?"

I turned back to the stain on the floor so that Bartleby couldn't read the lie on my face. "I heard him below. In the tunnels."

"Ghastly!" Bartleby said. "But a man like this – I can see him a killer. It's a pity we can't question him."

I bit my lip. "Perhaps we can?"

"I'm afraid he's entirely unresponsive in this state," Doctor Teague said. "And with the trauma he's been exposed to--"

"That he's been exposed to?" Bartleby scoffed.

"It doesn't matter who the perpetrator was," Teague said. "Violence is one of those great stresses on the human psyche."

"He was lucid enough when examining me."

"With a case like Doctor Vogle's you can sometimes see a delayed reaction to the stress, as his mental defences collapse in a cascade. There's no telling how long he'll stay in this melancholic fugue. Coaxing him free of it is a matter of weeks – months – of therapy."

"There's no time," Bartleby said.

"There's no need," I said. 

"What do you mean?"

"I've had the opportunity to read up on Director Paddock's machine in his journal," I said. "His therapy, you may recall, is predicated on interacting with a subject's dreams. Even in his fugue state, we should be able to reach Vogle's thoughts through the Director's dream apparatus."

"You found the Director's notes?" Teague asked.

"You can't have had time to read through them," Bartleby said.

"I've skimmed them." Questioning me on a matter of technology? Alton really should know better. And science is science, even when that science is the pseudoscience of psychology. "Enough that I believe I can interface Mr. Vogle's dream-scape."

Everyone save Vogle slowly turned to look upon the mass of brass and electrodes that was Director Paddock's magnum opus.

"Connecting your brain to his... it doesn't sound safe, James."

"It absolutely isn't." Teague grasped my hand, her flesh cool against mine. "The Director himself only used it with outside supervision, and he had hundreds of hours of practice."

I closed my fingers around hers. "Then it's fortunate I've got you to watch over me as I descend into madness," I said.

She turned away.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I really don't see another way to question Vogle."

Bartleby stepped to Teague's side. "I don't like it any better than you, but James is right. He usually is, about this sort of thing."

"It's not anywhere near safe," Teague said in a near whisper.

"It's not," Bartleby said. "But I've never known a man with a greater knack for technology. If anyone can discern the workings of Paddock's dream machine, it's James."

Doctor Teague did not look relieved.

We strapped Vogle into the reclining chair of what Paddock had christened the Somatic Communion Engine. 

"The way it works is fairly innovative," I said, sitting on the stool next to Vogle and securing the chin-strap on the metallic dome that covered my head. "It reads the electronic activity of the restful mind and relays those impulses into the therapist's sensory cortex. In this way I can perceive the inner workings of the patient's psyche."

"Electric impulses to the brain doesn't seem like a sound idea," Bartleby said.

"Paddock's notes indicate that it is a perfectly safe process," I lied.

"James, I urge you to reconsider," Teague said. "There's got to be another way."

"I am afraid not. Scotland Yard's deadline draws nigh."

"But it's almost certainly Vogle. All the evidence supports this."

"Not conclusively."

"There is enough doubt," Bartleby agreed. "If we hand the Met one of the patients, they will be all too eager to accept a culprit. The man will be hanged within the month, guilty or no. Even though my father would be satisfied and the inmates safe, do you want to condemn one of your patients to such a fate? When there's even a chance he might be innocent?"

Teague turned her face from him. "No."

"Then I do what I must." I said, my hand reaching for the toggle that would activate the apparatus and send me into a madman's mind-scape.

 

***

 

It was as though a switch had turned off the world. My flesh felt nothing, my eyes saw nothing, I could hear nothing. The machine's sensory input had replaced my own, and for the moment, it had nothing to tell me. I'd call it darkness but it wasn't even that. It was absence. It was void. Time ceased to pass in a meaningful sense, as without reference it was not to be measured. I could not even count my breaths, my heartbeats.

And then oblivion rippled.

I found myself seeing the world through Doctor Joost Vogle's eyes. He was standing in an infinite plane that seemed constructed from equal parts the asylum and what I assumed was the small Dutch town that he'd grown up in. Cobblestone streets became the speckled linoleum of the asylum hallways without warning, and rural homes the size of closets stood next to expansive hallways longer than the Thames. Dimly glimpsed figures moved among it all, little more solid than smoke, in the shape of orderlies, professors, patients, and townsfolk Joost had known.

Most solid among the phantasms was Joost himself, an idealised version of the dreamer. He was younger by almost a decade, his red hair clean rather than matted, his fair skin unmarred, his teeth closer to white than yellow. This was who Joost saw himself as, who Joost still believed himself to be. Who he still was, on the inside at least, dressed in an outfit that seemed equal parts evening-wear and patient's raiments.

I watched as he drifted through his dream-scape, a ghost among ghosts. The landscape was mutable, melting and flowing and building itself back together around him, creating its own disjointed passage out of whatever thoughts flitted across the surface of his brain. 

All around me unreality reigned, causality giving way to symbolism. Birds flew backwards across a meringue sky, while pools of blood gathered in spiral shaped hollows. Worse yet, it wasn't even my own symbolic lexicon these forms drew from. Paddock, in his notes, had bemoaned the lack of a collective human symbolic language. Each person's dreams were their own country, each patient an entirely new discipline, and I didn't really have the time to specialise in Joost Vogle.

I had no influence here, a passive observer. Perhaps, it occurred to me, that if I spoke aloud, Doctor Vogle might hear me, my words guiding his subconscious minds in subtle ways.

"Show me the murder," I said.

Funny, that. I couldn't feel my lips move, I couldn't hear my own voice – at least, not with my own ears. I did hear a sort of distant rumble, and realised that that's what Joost made of it, made of my voice.

"Murder," I repeated. "Doctor Vogle, show me Paddock's death."

Murder. The sound seemed to rumble across the landscape, bearing with it a dark shadow. Death.

Doctor Paddock's office seemed to construct itself around Joost. The walls, the bookcases, that ugly Berber carpet. It didn't precisely match the man's office out in the physical world, but was a sort of almost rubber abstract representation. The office as Vogle remembered it. 

Paddock's desk seemed tall, impossibly so, with Romanesque columns in the corners. It was Authority.

Vogle approached the dream apparatus as soon as it had formed, and reclined in a seat that was more reminiscent of a barber's chair. Was that how Joost thought of his therapy?

He lay back in the seat and closed his eyes.

I noticed in the corner where Paddock had been lying was a dark shadow. Not dark, undefined. Like the oblivion before the machine brought Vogle's mind-scape to me. It was something he was refusing to envision. Something he didn't want to see.

"What is it, Joost?" I asked. "Paddock is dead. Show me Paddock."

The dream-Vogle turned his head, eyes opening, fixating on the spot where the body had been.

And there it was. Paddock, dressed in a white suit, red ribbons flowing from under his waistcoat like a mummer's deathbed.

"How did this happen?" I asked. "Show me just before."

Dream Vogle shook his head.

"Show me, damn you," I growled.

The apparatus sank into the ground, tilting as it did so to return Vogle to his feet. Walls rose up again, and Joost was standing in front of the door to Paddock's office. He stood there, staring at it, breathing short, shallow breaths. I found a sense of encroaching dread filling my gut, filling my heart. 

"Stop," I said, weakly. 

He couldn't open that door. He mustn't. On the other side of that door was the end of the world, the destruction of everything, it was That Which Should Not Be.

These were Joost's thoughts, not mine. Vogle's fears. Somehow I was feeling his emotion, his hesitation, his dread. He had stopped in front of the door, hand outstretched.

"Open it," I said. "I know you're afraid. I know. But don't be a fool. You know this is what happened. This is how it happened. You cannot change this, Vogle. You must see it through."

Vogle reached for the door--

--to his parents' room.

I felt a momentary vertigo as I realised that we were no longer in the asylum, no longer in London, no longer in Britain, no longer in 1911. 

We were in Montfort, in his parents' cottage, and it was 1882. I knew these things because they were so heavily true that they came across Vogle's connection to me. I knew them because they were not only fact, but to Vogle these things were vital. There was no dreamish abstract quality to the hall we stood in, now. It was concrete, defined down to the very grain of the wood of the door suddenly-ten-year-old Joost stood before.

"Moeder?" young Joost said. "Vader? Ik hoorde een geluid..."

His hand reached out and turned the knob, and everything slowed into a temporal viscosity. The door slowly opened, revealing the same absent void that had previously obscured Paddock's body.

I didn't want to see. "Show me."

The void was replaced by the interior of Paddock's office. It was dim inside, though the lantern on his desk had not yet gone out. 

"Director?" Vogle said, his voice yet again a man's. "I heard a noise, and my door was opened--"

He caught sight of Paddock's still form, and the breath caught in his throat. Vogle rushed inside, falling to his knees next to the slain man, blood welling up from where it had soaked into the carpet.

"Vader, vader, nee niet weer, vader!" he sobbed, in a voice at once both Vogle the doctor's and Joost the child's. He held Paddock close, to his breast, heedless of the wet warmth inundating his hospital clothing.

There was a movement and Vogle looked up. "Mam?"

A solitary figure, almost inhumanly tall but at the same time almost feminine, rose from the other side of the room.

"Nee! Nee nee nee nee!" He scrambled back, fear turning his blood to ice.

She – I knew it was a she – was dressed in black shadow, save for the ivory glint of long claws at the end of her hands.

"Ik ben!" He stumbled away, slipping in the blood on his heels. "Ik ben bang voor de Butzefrau!"

He ran, then, through the twisting and melting corridors of the asylum, and I ran with him, terror gripping those claws into my heart.

20 September, 1911 - 5:45 pm

 

There was a small jolt and I found myself falling to the ground, away from the machine, the induction helmet pulled by the sudden jerk of my body. 

Leaving Vogle's dreamscape wasn't enough. It was after me, the Butzefrau, the dark killer of my youth. You couldn't hide, for it was everywhere, could be anywhere, could be anyone. I ducked down behind Paddock's desk. It had killed him, for certain.

Why?

Because he'd been bad. Naughty. Just like it had killed my father, for being bad. And now it was after me.

Except.

Except none of that was true. Except there was no reason for my heart to be hammering away as if trying to escape my chest.

My father was not a good man, but it hadn't been a supernatural agent of punishment that had taken him, unless that's how you choose to view cirrhosis. He hadn't been murdered in front of my eyes, and it was certainly no spectre that had slaughtered poor Paddock.

These were Vogle's fears.

As the panic left me and my heart-rate returned to normal I stood and gazed at the comatose patient. His fears had gotten into me. Infected me. Not just his fears, but his delusions. His madness. As a young child he had witnessed his father's murder at the hands of someone, possibly his mother, and his fractured mind had remembered it as this Butzefrau, some sort of Dutch bogey-woman. 

Didn't the machine have any safeguards?

It was then that I noticed Bartleby in the corner. He was hunched up, arms around his knees, head down. I could hear him muttering.

Doctor Teague was nowhere in sight.

"Bartleby?" I said, making my way around Vogle's still form.

My partner did not respond.

"Alton?" I said, somewhat more gently. I reached a hand out towards his shoulder.

His slender hands shot out and grabbed my wrist in a vise-like grip. He stared up at me, froth on his lips, his pupils pinpricks.

"We are not the barbarians!" Each word was forced between clenched teeth. "Good god, man, these are women and children!"

"Easy, Bartleby," I said, gently prying his hands away, mindful not to break his fingers. "Easy."

He broke down into wracking sobs.

I stood, feeling a bit helpless. "Where's Loni? Where's Doctor Teague?"

"Gone," he moaned. "All gone. I couldn't stop them. I need to get out. I don't care what markers I need to pull in, Cotter, just get me out."

He was elsewhere. Had Paddock's machine broadcast Vogle's madness somehow?

No. That was impossible. But some sort of fierce madness had gripped my partner, and the only woman who could have helped him had disappeared.

 

***

 

After summoning inmate orderlies to have Bartleby brought somewhere safe, I took a quick look around for Doctor Teague. None of the inmates I asked – the more lucid ones – had seen her. Defeated, I returned to the room they'd stuck my partner in and sat by his side while he writhed and moaned and spoke to phantoms from his past.

I watched him carefully, to make sure that he didn't swallow his tongue.

"He's hallucinating," Aldora said from beside me. "Why is my husband hallucinating?"

I didn't look up. "I don't know."

"Is this your doing?" There was a calm menace in her voice.

"No." At least, I didn't think so.

She knelt by his side, the back of her hand against his forehead. "He's feverish."

"I've sent the orderlies for a bucket of cool water and a washcloth. I didn't want to leave his side."

She glanced at me, then back down at her husband. "You've... taken good care of him, James."

I looked up. "I wasn't going to leave him to suffer alone."

"I wasn't talking about only just now."

My eyes went back to her husband. "Neither was I."

She was silent a moment, and then gone when the orderlies returned. 

When they'd left, I could hear her wringing out the washcloth. "James, I just want you to know, that whatever the living arrangement Alton and I end up with, you will always have a place in our household."

I didn't know what to say. I didn't think she was trying to be insulting, but I often miss the subtleties of social intercourse.

"I've no intention of wedging my way into your marriage," I said.

"James--"

"Alton and I are close, Aldora. He is likely the only friend I have. And perhaps the only one I need. But you, even if but in name, are his wife, and I respect that. I love him, I do, he's more of a brother to me than my own flesh and blood, and that's why I'm content to leave the pair of you to your own life.

"He's my friend, and my partner in this private detective venture of ours, and let's leave it at that."

Aldora was silent for a few minutes before speaking again.

"James, if it wasn't that machine, do you suppose he was drugged?"

"It's a possibility."

She handed me a teacup. "I found this in the Director's office."

I held it up, the dim lighting shining from the few drops within. "I don't have the time to run back to the lab – we've only hours before Scotland Yard's deadline is up. But the hospital's pharmacy might have what I need for an analysis."

"Then go," she said. "Quickly. I'll stay here. By his side."

I nodded, pulling on my surcoat. It was only what was proper.

 

***

 

Improvisational invention isn't as easy as it looks, even if you're an engineer of experience and honed skill. Perhaps if what you're attempting to create is something you've built before, if it's merely a matter of deciding what you can substitute for the missing from what is available, then one might possess more confidence in one's actions. When you're working purely from remembered theory without recourse to schematics or the luxury of even a napkin upon which to plan, when you're feeling the pressure of a friend's ailment, when you've only the most vague notion of what's available in a facility you are unused to, it is then that true genius must step up and claim its rightful airs.

Perhaps that sounds arrogant.

The fact of the matter is that I might only be considered an apothecary by virtue of my understanding of chemistry, and I am not much the chemist. My task was elementary enough; forensically examine a teacup to determine if the drinker's tea was drugged, and if so, synthesise an antidote from the contents of the asylum clinic.

As I stepped into the clinic I felt a calmness overcome me, rationality and procedure spraying away the clinging elements of doubt, of fear, of concern for my partner. All of those elements that did not serve me in the task at hand were impurities to be isolated and contained, locked away within the great gear-works of my mind so that the analytical process of engineering could work unimpeded. Human frailty gave way to high-functioning man as machine.

I loved Bartleby. I feared for his safety. I had doubts and suspicions about how he had come to be drugged. While these concerns would motivate some men, I did not need them impeding my process. I had to be precise. Exacting.

Neurons fired electrical pulses that searched the architecture of my life's formal and informal education. Memories sparked.

I watched as my hands moved, almost of their own volition, pulling the clinic's wall clock down and disassembling the apothecary scale almost before I myself knew what I needed to build. They moved efficiently, precisely, without a hint of tremble or hesitation. Looking at my hands, great mitts with stubby fingers, you would not guess me suited to such fine work. Some assume me clumsy and brutish.

Picks and the smallest size spanners were withdrawn from within the band of my bowler as I began work on recreating the Materials Separator I had in my lab. It was a small version, suited both to the small parts I had to work with and the minute amount of tea remaining in the cup. A single drop was all I needed. A single drop was all I had time for.

Transporting a literal spot of tea from the cup to the separator with an eye-dropper, I wound the machine and left it to shake without pause, moving swiftly to my next task, constructing a Substance Array out of specimen dishes. This was the most technical of my craft-work, using a scalpel to carefully create minor flaws in the glass, so that when struck it would break into the shapes I needed.

What I ended up with was crude, but serviceable.

The Materials Separator shot itself apart with a rattle. It had done its job, and I found that each component substance had formed its own streak. Water. Dregs. Cream, and just a nip of brandy instead of sugar, proving it Bartleby's cup. Not much to work with, though on sight and smell I could tell the tea was not green or Earl Gray. It smelled fecund. Bitter.

My hands decided that the dregs of tea were the most pressing, and quickly spread it out flat on a sheet of glass below the clinic's electric bulb. While waiting for that to dry, I went through the medications available. Aside from the lithium and laudanum, there were specialised psychiatric drugs of a sort I'd never heard... but that didn't really matter. When I saw what the tea reacted with, I would have enough information to move forward.

The medicines ready on my makeshift Substance Array, I found myself out of tasks to perform while waiting for the tea to dry. I plummeted from the purity of raw thought to the depths of my fears with a suddenness that was physically jarring. I sagged, my hands coming to my face, my insecurities and fears washing over me in a sudden torrent.

I stayed that way, still, biting the flesh of my palms to keep the thoughts at bay. I knew all too well that if I gave in to the worries, my concerns for Bartleby, I would lose myself in a desperate melancholic rage that would not end until I had physically torn the asylum apart until I had found the killer, or until Scotland Yard themselves had been forced to put me down. I would become a monster to the first guilty party I came across, for a certain value of guilty. There is a beast in me, a terrible creature that I must not unleash without a clear target... for in the absence of clarity, any target will suffice to slake its sense of frenzied justice.

My teeth released their grip upon my calloused palms and I shifted back into efficiency, wiping the tears away and grabbing the slide with the now-dry powder upon it. With an almost mechanical precision I used a pair of tweezers to partition a small amount onto each section of my Materials Array, an artist mixing pigment on his pallet. I topped each off with a drop of cleaning fluid sufficient to act as a catalytic agent.

I put the Array down on the table, hands at my sides, eyes watching for the slightest change.

 

***

 

I hastened to Bartleby's room. Aldora was sitting by his bedside, holding his hand, watching as he thrashed and whimpered in his delirium.

"Have you forgotten something?" Aldora asked.

"I've finished."

"Already?" She looked up at me. "It's been a scarce twenty minutes."

"I'm an efficient workman," I said. "There was no foreign substance in Bartleby's tea, but the leaves from which it was brewed come from a plant with hallucinogenic properties."

She pursed her lips. "Ergot?"

"Nothing fungal. No. More of a succulent with a psychoactive alkaloid."

"In my travels I remember hearing stories about a tribe of indigenous American Indians who claimed one of their local cacti capable of bestowing powerful visions."

An icy coldness settled around my gut. "Doctor Nash mentioned that Doctor Teague's therapies involved a South American plant extract. To bring her patients to a mental state conductive to her therapies."

Aldora frowned. "If so, that might explain her disappearance."

"I sincerely hope not." I handed her a small dropper full of an amber liquid. "Here. This should help speed Bartleby's recovery."

She took it. "What is it?"

"An extract from compounds that should counteract the alkaloid in his system."

She may have assumed I didn't elaborate out of the drug's technicalities, but to be honest all I knew was that it would be effective. It was a concoction made from a number of other psychoactive chemicals; what its side effects might be I had no clear idea.

Aldora did not need to know that.

While she administered the dropper to her husband I stood and quietly left the room. There was a piece missing from this puzzle, but the only man who might be able to supply it was dead. In the past, that might have stopped me.

But not now. Not when there was so much at stake. Not when some villain had struck a blow directly at my partner's mind.

I had a good idea of who it might be.

I hoped to God that I was wrong.

 

***

 

I'd left with stealth assisted by Aldora's concern for her husband. As worried as she was, I had little doubt she would have attempted to dissuade me, if not outright forbidden the course of action I knew was the only avenue available to me. I had to be certain, you see. I had to test my theory.

It was a common lament among the first and second year students at the Academy that the great unwashed and uneducated masses did not properly understand science. Their superstitious and primitive ancestral taboos. We loudly proclaim to one another that there is no cause or morality higher than science.

By the third year we've heard the rumours. We might not believe that the Guild employs a secret agency to police its members, but there's no sense in taking chances. Our boasts are quieter, our projects somewhat more circumspect.

But we remember. We know that the boundaries of scientific advancement are artificial. Social. We remember the abject lessons taught by men like Jekyll and Frankenstein, and we toe the line, but always, we wonder and whisper to ourselves in the night, "what if." And sometimes, we are tempted.

I am, by all accounts, a good man. My standing with the Guild of Artificers and Engineers is impeccable. But I am no saint. I am just an engineer.

I rolled the director's corpse onto his machine's recliner and began attaching the electrodes to his lifeless skull.

This would work. After a few modifications to the workings and a steady galvanic current through the body.

In theory.

 

***

 

Sliding into the dead man's dreamscape was an experience entirely unlike that of riding alongside Doctor Vogle while he dreamed. I was no passive observer here. No passenger into Nod.

When the void melted away it was replaced by a darker blackness, and I stood among it in my own form, as James Wainwright.

That was comforting. I was afraid I'd have been the corpse of Director Paddock instead.

I was in what remained of his cooling mind, active only by means of the steady current I was running through it. It was not much. Certainly not enough to reanimate him. Just enough to keep the brain idling so that I could have a poke about. The most benign of all possible necromancies.

Everything was dark, monochromatic, and fading. I could see it happen as his grey matter decayed beyond the capability of his machine to interpret the information it stored, a return of that void within the very structure of his dying reality. I had little time, perceptually, to investigate his memories before they were gone. I wasn't sure what would happen to me, to my mind if I was here when that last spark was extinguished, but I knew from my experiences with Doctor Vogle that the connection between us was two way.

I did not dwell on what I might be bringing back with me.

All around me Bedford Mental Hospital was slipping into decay. I wandered its halls in search of memories. 

I found Paddock.

He was a poor representation of what the man had been in life, a fading ego and a dying self-image. Callow and sunken, he walked along the halls in a robe-like doctor's coat, the very picture of Charon looking for lost souls. He found them.

In each cell there was a patient, and as they spoke in a language meaningless to the ears of the living, I could see images appear over their heads. Memories of Paddock's interpretations of their psychological trauma. Abusive parents. Unfaithful spouses. Accidents and violence and tragedy.

But always this, always some form of the Butzefrau, some form of the creature that had haunted Doctor Vogle, and always in the context of the hospital.

"Who is it, Paddock? What is it?" I asked.

He turned from his patient, the silent giant Dunstan, and looked at me for the first time. The void had reached his eyes, black cataracts a sign that his ego would not persist much longer.

"September 18th, 1911," he spoke, the words appearing on diary pages over his head. "Someone is abusing the patients. This is no longer a matter I can ignore, not something I can continue to pretend is not happening. Already I have determined that the culprit is not one of the patients bug wo af eye on saf mol eke nf az..."

His words trailed off into meaningless babble, the diary pages melting, their words abyssal. His flesh too seemed to melt from his bones, and I looked around in shock to see that the walls had lost almost all their definition.

I could not afford to tarry. I was afraid that I no longer had need to.

 

***

 

My return to the world of the living was a shock of light and colour and sound. Despite the muted nature of Paddock's office I found myself almost overwhelmed after my foray into death. I closed my eyes and covered my ears, rolling from the machine onto the carpet, waiting until the overwhelming vertigo had passed.

"Oh, Loni," I whispered, standing and brushing myself off before returning to Aldora and Bartleby.

In Which Alton Cracks the Case

 

"Shortly after you'd attached yourself to Vogle the good Doctor provided us with a tea service," Alton said, smiling at James when he returned.

His wife had joined him half on the bed, one foot demurely on the ground. To be honest, while she'd done an excellent job of concealing herself from him, he wasn't surprised to see her there. Truthfully he wouldn't have minded her assistance, but there was no correct way to request it. While his partner, James, would have dismissed such a concern as meaningless – and God bless the man for it – the Bartlebys were too well acquainted with the games of society to ever permit themselves to stop playing.

While in London, at the very least.

"Beastly stuff," he said. "Bitter as Turkish coffee."

"It was made from a South American cactus," James said.

"Disgusting."

"More to the point, psychoactive," Aldora said.

"Whatever it was, ghastly. The brandy barely made it tolerable. Now that I think it, I don't remember seeing her having drunk any."

"I'm surprised it affected you so quickly," James said. "Botanical drugs and poisons normally take some time to be effective."

"Quickly?" Alton said. "James, you were hooked up to that machine for hours."

James blinked, then looked towards the door. "Fascinating. It didn't seem thus."

"It did not actually begin to affect me until an hour had passed. Doctor Teague and I had been passing the time discussing trivial matters--"

"Such as?" Aldora asked.

Bartleby chuckled. He'd have seen jealousy in her interruption if he didn't know her better. "Politics, weather, suffrage, that sort of thing. I'd rather think James had gotten to know her better during their time together."

"How so?" James asked.

"Our conversation was superficial. Window-dressing. The sort of drivel that makes the firmament of my world, but that which you do not abide."

"We spoke of our pasts," James said. "How we got to be who we are."

"See? And we spoke of tensions in Europe and the rattling of German sabres. Meaningless fluff."

"For hours?"

"Not entirely," Bartleby said, his tone dropping. "For the first hour, yes, it was conversation and horrid tea. Much like an evening with Aldora's parents."

He could feel the face she wasn't making at him.

"But after an hour or so, my vision began to skew. I started seeing these... clouds of phosphorescent blue and green. I mentioned them to the Doctor, but she seemed neither surprised nor concerned."

"That woman," Aldora said in a voice so soft that Bartleby wasn't entirely sure he'd heard it.

"After that, well. My legs turned into serpents and my arms into a tree. It was a barmy all-around muddle from there on."

"How dreadful!" Aldora covered her mouth.

Alton found himself unable to maintain eye contact as his thoughts drifted back to what the drugs had shown him. Reality had become supplanted by metaphor, and he had found himself an unwilling audience to a stage play about his life. Scenes blended into one another, but the emotional resonance they carried was all too distinct. He was a child in the vast but draughty corridors of the opulent poverty he'd grown up in, watching workmen scrape the brass filigree from the stairwell, watching his father's debtors take away the family legacy piece by piece and replace it with ever more wine.

He ran from those halls, still a child, onto the deck of the HMS Benbow with a toy sword and pistol, watching as his friends and countrymen bombarded Benin. They stormed the beaches, his cap-gun firing musket rounds, his wooden sabre drawing red-ribbon blood, his fellow child-sailors howling war crimes and stealing sweets from the children of West Africa, leaving burning corpses in their wake.

In his vision Teague became Queen Victoria herself, impossibly tall and gaunt, watching him passively at first before leaving him alone in a ruined city drowning in blood – first it was Benin, then it was London.

He told none of this to his companions, simply offering them a weak smile.

 

***

 

Alton stood before his father, his real father, his greying asylum-committed father. "It's Teague. It has to be. She murdered Paddock when he discovered the nature of her treatment, and released the lot of you to cover her tracks."

"Doctor Teague," Dennis repeated. "Loni. I find it hard to... no. No, I know it must be so."

"Were you a patient of hers?" Alton asked, wondering if his father had undergone the same hellish experience.

"No. Not me. Others. They speak highly of her methods. Will Scotland Yard accept this?"

"Not willingly, but I don't see what choice they have."

Dennis folded his hands. "If they accept Doctor Teague as the guilty party, then we will stand down. I will accept whatever punishment is due me."

"They won't be kind, father. You did make them look rather foolish."

"Kindness is in short supply, boy. But I am a Bartleby, and I will not deny my faults or seek to avoid what my deeds have brought me."

Alton felt what might have been admiration for the old man.

"Go, then. Consider yourself released. Save these poor wretches, Alton... so many have taken advantage of them for so long. Bring them... bring them a taste of justice. Just the once."

 

***

 

The man from the home office was considerably less congenial after hearing the detective's report.

"Are you quite sure?" Johnson asked. "Doctor Teague is a respected academic and medical professional."

"E's just trying to save his sot of a father," Inspector Abel said.

"We're certain," Alton said. "The nature of her treatment. She drugged me, for the love of god. I should say that her motive is fairly clear."

"I'd dare say that an altered state of consciousness is no stranger to Mr. Alton Bartleby," Able said. "What've you got beyond the testimony of the mad and the drug-addled?"

"There's bound to be fingerprints on the knife," James said. "And likely in the blood on the control panel. I am quite sure both will belong to Doctor Teague."

"There's blood all over the asylum," Abel said. "Circumstantial at best."

Johnson leaned back in his camp chair, hands across his belly, and let out a long sigh. "It's enough to warrant a search of Doctor Teague's quarters for further evidence of wrongdoing."

"Oh, but sir--," Abel said.

Johnson glared at the man. "Take four men, Mr. Barlteby, and Mr. Wainwright... where's Mrs. Bartleby?"

"Fiske, please," Aldora said, stepping forward from behind the man.

"Good heavens. You should bell the cat, Mr. Bartleby."

"She'd claw my eyes out were I to try it, sir," Alton said with a twinkle in his eye, playing to the man's prejudices.

 Aldora didn't quite roll her eyes.

"Perhaps it would be best for you to return home?" Johnson turned in his chair to address her. "If insufficient proof is discovered at Teague's home, then I'll have no recourse but to send the Metropolitan Police in to settle matters."

"Our matter of settlement is not for a Lady's eyes, Missus," Abel said.

"I would assume not," Aldora said. "Might I accompany my husband and the officers to Doctor Teague's home?"

"I cannot imagine why."

"Oh, you know." Aldora gazed at the opposite end of the pavilion tent. "I can see to it that her household is out of the way during the search. Being a woman and all that."

"Excellent idea," Johnson said. "You've got a sharp one here, Mr. Bartleby."

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir."

"Off with you, then."

"Yes, sir."

20 September, 1911 - 9:15 pm

 

I knew that someone was waiting for me in my laboratory by the way that the lock felt loose when I opened it. There's a trick to it, you see – you've got to lift up and hold when you turn the knob, or the casing loosens. It would be trivial to fix, but I rather prefer knowing when Bartleby's been down below mucking about. So I can repair the damage his curiosity does before it blows up into my face.

I knew that it was Doctor Teague because, honestly, who else was it going to be?

"Doctor," I said, descending the stairs. I could hear her sobs. "Loni. What are you doing?"

"James," she stepped into the light of my lantern, more dishevelled than she had been when we'd first met. Her golden hair was almost mane-like, its curls wild, the hem of her dress tattered and torn, muddied by her passage from the asylum back to my lab.

"What have you done?" I asked.

She came to me, tears cutting through the soot the rain had left on her face. "I've gone and ruined everything, haven't I?"

"You've killed a man. Ended your career. Endangered countless lives. And for what?"

"You have to understand!" she said, the heat from her sorrow soaking my shirt as she attempted to bury her face into my chest. "My life's work – the use of psychoactives in therapy. I've seen you – I've seen this place. I know you understand! Nothing is more important than the work. Nothing!"

And the thing was, I did understand. My work was all consuming. It devoured any chances I had at a normal life, at personal relationships beyond those who didn't let my idiosyncrasies and eccentricities drive them away. I didn't mind. Only those who remained were true companions, and I had no use for the superficial.

"You were the one, the one who'd been hurting the patients." I put Paddock's journal on the table. "He came to confront you about the abuse, and you murdered him."

"I can't help it, I--" she faltered, "Sometimes I just get so angry. I can manage it, keep it under control, let it out in short gasps to punish the patients when they won't cooperate, but when Arthur threatened to expose me, threatened to take my research before the courts, it... it was just too much!"

"So you killed him."

"I didn't mean to! I was talking to him, and then the knife was in him, and I was holding it."

"What did you expect to accomplish?" I asked. "Why did you come here?"

"For you!" she said. "I know you felt this connection we share. Our love for the work. You understand it. You understand me."

She turned to face the stairs, pressing herself into me. "You can help me get out of London. Get me a change of clothes. Onto an airship headed for the continent. Join me. We can leave London, James, leave England and its pedestrian morality for Bavaria or Prussia or somewhere anti-intellectual morality won't get in the way of the purity of our science!"

"Our science?" I pushed her away. "Doctor. You have done nothing but betray your "science." Psychiatry is a profession to help the wounded of mind, men like Vogle and Earm and Dennis Bartleby. You... you used them. You betrayed them. You betrayed science, your calling, everything you worked for in order to support your pet theory."

She seemed shocked. "James, what are you saying, I--"

"What I am saying, Miss Teague, is that you are a poor scientist and a discredit to your profession. You're more a danger than the patients you've been hurting."

A wordless scream issued from her lips, and she rushed towards me, hatred and venom in her eyes.

I didn't see the knife in her hand until she was withdrawing it from my flesh, sticky crimson along its blade.

 

In Which Alton Bartleby Saves the Day

 

Aldora stopped halfway down the steps into the lab, her eyes on the still form of James Wainwright in a spreading pool of his own blood. 

"Oh, you've done it now, haven't you." Her eyes flickered towards Doctor Teague, standing above the fallen engineer, knife still in her hands.

"This is all wrong!" Teague sobbed. "This has all gone so wrong! Why does this keep happening to me?"

Aldora continued down the steps, moving slowly, heedless of the way that Doctor Teague was pointing the knife at her. "Do you mind? I'd like to check on my husband's partner to see if I'm to kill you or simply hurt you very badly."

"I didn't mean to--" Teague started. "I never meant to... I thought he understood! I thought I could trust him!"

"Oh?" Aldora didn't even look at the woman, instead kneeling next to James, her pale skirt hungrily soaking up his warm blood. "And why's that?"

"He wasn't like the other men! You know! You know what it's like!"

Aldora stood, her face still. "What do I know?"

"I know you. Alton and I spoke of you. Before and after he was drugged. You're like me."

Aldora scoffed. "I should dare say not."

"No!" Teague practically shook. "You are! A woman, a woman forced to hide herself, forced to play a man's game, forced to placate these fools in their world, by their rules. And you don't! You refuse! You let them think you're weak, that you're a pathetic mewling cow, that you're simple."

The doctor passed the knife to her off hand and ran half-way around James towards the other woman.

"And you accomplish so much. You are so much. You travel the world, you've saved London, you've saved them, all of them, and they still think of you as a simple beautiful creature. Like me! I've got a doctorate! I'm a pioneer in my field! And every time, every man, every one has forced me to use my body to get ahead. Like my education isn't enough! Like I'm not enough!"

"Did James do that?" Aldora asked.

Teague faltered, glancing at the body on the floor next to her. She fell to her knees, tears streaming down her face, arms around his immobile form. "Oh god. Oh no. No. James. James never looked at me that way. He respected me. Respected my mind. Why couldn't you just come with me, you big damn fool? Why couldn't you just be there for me?"

"Because you're nothing," Aldora said.

Teague looked up at her. "What?"

"You think you understand the first thing about him? About James?" A ragged emotion broke through her voice for the first time. "You don't even... nobody understands him. I don't understand him. My husband, perhaps, but even he underestimates the man."

"I didn't mean to--"

"We found your plants, you know."

Teague looked up at the gentlewoman.

"The police. They searched your home. They found your plants."

"I knew they would."

"I found your journal."

Teague froze.

"Oh, don't worry. I didn't let them see it. Not yet. But I read it."

"You don't understand."

"Oh, I understand. You think us similar? You disgusting creature. You think you're like me? Because we're in some sisterhood of the oppressed? We both use the misconceptions of men, Miss Teague, but you -- you become what you think will let you take advantage of them. You become their little conquest to get ahead, and then feel guilty about it and reimagine yourself a victim. You think you're strong? You think that you draw strength? You're nothing, you little worm. The first man comes along, genuinely respecting you, and you kill him because he won't give you what you want.

"Because that's your true nature. You're not strong. You're just a killer."

Loni Teague screamed, picking up the knife, rushing towards Aldora. The woman shifted, ready to catch her.

There was a sudden blast, and Loni crumbled at her feet.

Aldora whirled to see her husband walking down the steps, smoking pistol in hand.

"I could have stopped her," Aldora whispered. "She didn't have to die."

Alton looked down at James's still form, a coldness in his eyes. "Yes. She did."

 

 

21 September, 1911 - 12:15 am

 

"I'm so sorry, James," Bartleby said.

I waved him away. "It's not that bad. Not like I've never been stabbed before."

"Don't say it like you're proud." Doctor Bendis harrumphed as he closed his black bag. "And this time she nicked your liver."

"Livers are one of those things that get better," I said.

"They also bleed a lot. You need rest." The doctor turned to Barlteby, then paused and turned to Aldora. "Make sure he stays in bed."

I lay my head back down, staring at the ceiling of a bedroom I rarely slept in. My mind flickered briefly to my laboratory, where even now Scotland Yard's finest were tromping around, collecting what they laughingly called 'evidence' and the body of Doctor Teague, all while damaging my equipment and nicking whatever they felt they could get away with. "I'll behave."

"See that he does. Fluids. Vitamins. Red meat."

"Yes, Doctor," Aldora said.

"The old man is getting soft in his age," Bartleby said.

"I've had worse."

"It's my fault, really," Aldora said. "If I hadn't bantered with Teague for as long as I did--"

"It didn't take too long," I said.

Her eyes flickered to mine. "I didn't realize that you were awake."

"I was in shock," I said. "Very difficult state to keep a head steady in."

"I'm sorry that things didn't work out for you, old boy," Bartleby said. "She seemed quite the match for you, until the whole murder and stabbing business."

"I would hardly say that," I said.

"But she was a scientist," Bartleby said. "And quite the accomplished one."

"Oh, I'd hardly call psychology a science," I said, reaching for the tray of fruit and breakfast meat the cook had sent up. "It's not like she was a real academic."

"Well, we've saved the city the expense of a trial, at the very least," Bartleby said.

"Don't be so callous, Alton," Aldora said. "She was sick. And with this scandal, I don't think we'll see another Bedford for some time."

Bartleby spoke softly. "How many people are there out there in need of care that the Empire cannot provide?"

"I don't know anybody who doesn't." I lay back, eyes slowly closing. "Bartleby. Your father?"

"Oh? Yes. Well. The staff are testifying that he took control in a crisis situation and kept the patients from getting out of hand. They're stopping short of giving him a commendation, but he won't face future censor. And, thank god, he won't be released."

"Didn't he orchestrate the takeover?"

"Quite odd that it didn't come up. Justice's thirst has been slaked, and the city is more than ready to put the business behind itself."

"Any further cases?" I asked. "I could read the files here in bed. Maybe you could move me down to my workshop--"

"There's the case of the detective who mysteriously found his tea spiked with laudanum," Aldora said.

I couldn't help but laugh. It hurt.

Want More?

 

James Wainwright always considered himself a working-class engineer playing at detective, never taking the vocation for more than an idle hobby and opportunity to test some of his steampunk inventions. His investigations have always been more of a means of humoring his business partner, idle toff Alton Bartleby.

That was before his adopted daughter Xin Yan was taken. 

Never comfortable in social situations, James finds himself tracking his daughter's kidnappers from London's Limehouse to the gritty streets of Hong Kong, down paths where his mechanical know-how won't serve him. Searching a foreign land, he'll find that his greatest challenges aren't those who have taken from him what is most dear, but letting go of his most treasured preconceptions about the world.

 

Follow the action to the nascent Republic of China in Ghosts of Shaolin, the fifth Galvanic Century steampunk thriller.
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He writes fast-paced stories about real people in fantastic situations, plots with just a twist of the surreal, set in worlds just a shadow's breadth from our own. He's the author of the Galvanic Century series of Steampunk Thrillers, the literary apocalyptic short story collection Grief, and the supernatural serial Profane Apotheosis.
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