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Synopsis:

Alton Bartleby is a social savant and the
foppish toast of steampunk London's upper crust. James Wainwright
is a brilliant but socially stunted working class engineer with a
flair for invention and a propensity towards violence. Together
they solve the mysteries that Scotland Yard cannot.

This novel is the first in the Galvanic
Century series of steampunk mysteries.

 


You can get the first part
of the second book in the series, Sky Pirates Over London, free
just for signing up to Michael Coorlim's mailing
list.


 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.
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