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            Introduction

         
 
         THERE ARE MILLIONS of stories in the Clockwork City; here are thirteen of them.
         
 
         Human hearts are delicate things. They are not made of gears and cogs, or pistons and steam-driven hydraulics. Place the human heart next to a technological marvel of scientific industry created by the lurid imaginations of the Victorians and it will seem weak, useless, good for nothing—easily punctured, torn, or broken. It obviously needs sturdier parts and could use a lesson in physics. A human heart will not, for example, win a war or power a factory or light a city or fuel a demonic industry. A clockwork heart would certainly be a better idea—sturdier, more useful, sound, and reliable. It would not get so easily bruised and battered, nor would it be a slave to emotion. But would a finely tuned wonder of engineering be able to love?
 
         Fortunately, none of our heroes and heroines has a clockwork heart (well, okay, one does, but that’s unavoidable). You might get away with a clockwork heart for the “steam” portion of our entertainment, but you’ll never make the “punk” contingent with anything less than a gory, flesh-and-gristle muscle that is pumping blood and taking prisoners. The devil may be in the mechanized technological details, but the story is firmly in the human. Victorian science fiction is not much without a healthy dose of the incorrigible, brave, hysterical Victorians themselves, is it? You may yearn for the infernal devices but it’s the heroine who breaks your heart. Where would the story be without the kick-ass rebellion … in an airship under goggles, in a corset that’s simply impossible to swim in, fighting Lovecraftian monsters in a 1958 T-bird, or dodging metal Nazis? Come for the steam, stay for the punk.
         
 
         In this book you’ll find magical outcasts and kindred spirits, feisty heroines and genius inventors, war zones and supernatural rituals, darkness and dystopia. A tonic of forgetfulness helps keep the real world under wraps; a misunderstood murderer is on the lookout for love in the City of Gold. There is an eternal struggle between science and magic, logic and beauty, technology and intuition. Lovelorn stage managers, oppressed Siamese twins, and idealistic young bombers skulk through the dangerous streets of the soot-choked city of industry. This is a sprawling, diverse, fantasy-heavy, unashamedly promiscuous steampunk collection that takes giddy pleasure in throwing the rule book out the window and detouring drunkenly like some manytentacled Great One with ADD.
         
 
         So, what do you get when you cross steampunk with romance? Say hello to my little friend—steampunk’s younger sister, the romantic baby of the family who refuses to pay attention and who, when you dress her up in all her steampunk finery, invariably takes her safety scissors to her epaulettes and trades all her cool weapons to a cute boy in homeroom for a lunchbox full of Twinkies (she’ll just make more in shop class next period). And although she might seem a tad light-hearted to the steampunk purist, beneath her too-tight corset, intricate infernal hairstyle (which can be reduced to cinders by a well-placed bomb), and optimistic desire for love beats the heart of a true pioneer adventurer and a suitably fierce addition to the steampunk family tree.
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            Rude Mechanicals
 
            BY LESLEY LIVINGSTON
            

         
 
         
            … A crew of patches, rude mechanicals, 
That work for bread upon Athenian stalls, 
Were met together to rehearse a play …
            
 
            
                

            
 
            A Midsummer Night’s Dream, William Shakespeare
            

         
 
         QUINTILLIUS FARTHING SAT on the high stool at the stage manager’s post in the darkened wings of his uncle’s theatre, contemplating murder. Or perhaps suicide.
         
 
         No … no … a murder-suicide. Yes, he thought, that seems the most elegant solution to this, my present dilemma. After all, wasn’t that how Romeo and Juliet worked things out? Maybe this could be one of those cases of Life imitating Art …
         
 
         Out on the stage—standing just out of her light, as usual—Marjorie Dalliance blanked on a line, stood blinking dumbly for a long moment as if waiting for the forgotten words to magically appear in the air in front of her, and then laughed like a braying ass when they didn’t. Just to let the meagre audience know, in case they hadn’t already figured it out for themselves, that this particular production of Romeo and Juliet was—contrary to the marquee billing overtop the Aurora Theatre’s front doors—a comedy. 
         
 
         Or maybe it was a joke. A long, cruel joke.
 
         Quint ground his teeth together and his thoughts swung back into the just plain “murder” camp. For a while, sitting there in the darkness, he’d idly considered feeding his cue script to the blue-glassed gas lamp at his elbow, a page at a time. Once the entire thing was consumed, Quint fancied he would just up and leave the performers—if such they could be genuinely called—to their own devices.
 
         He sighed and took the silver fob watch from his vest pocket, glancing at the faintly luminous face. There was still plenty of time left before the second-act curtain fell. He could probably manage to track down that shifty fellow he’d seen earlier that afternoon peddling gas-powered pistols and auto-shooters from a cart in the Narrow Market.
         
 
         A bit of luck and Quint could be there and back again in time to spectacularly, and with great realism, remind Marjorie Dalliance—and the theatre’s whole, buffoon-ridden patronage—that this particular play was supposed … to be … a … tragedy.
         
 
         Instead, it was just tragic.
 
         He hazarded a glance back at the stage where “Romeo” approached the balcony and tripped over a bit of foliage that “Juliet” had knocked loose in her out-of-character merriment. Quint shook his head woefully and settled back onto his perch in resignation, signalling another lighting cue up to the booth with his hooded lamp. He couldn’t leave. The troupe probably wouldn’t survive his absence long enough for him to exact his bloody vengeance. And besides, his uncle did truly need him to—
 
         “Moon!” Quint hissed to himself in a whisper, suddenly having realized that Marjorie had—yet again—forgotten to trip the lever switch that activated a specific mechanism of the scenery apparatus before she’d made her entrance. “She’s forgotten the ruddy moon again …” 
         
 
         “Lady!” Honorius Clement, the actor playing Romeo, sadly hadn’t noticed and was already barrelling on through his next line: “By yonder blessed moon I swear …”
 
         The guffaws from the boorish few souls sprawled about the audience seats drowned out Clement’s voice as the hapless twit gestured to an empty space above the balcony where the risen moon was, most definitely, not.
 
         Quint dropped his head into his hands and groaned.
 
         On it went. For almost another two whole hours, and it was mostly all downhill. When the final curtain fell, Quint felt it almost as a blessing.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         Once he’d finished sweeping the empty house and setting the gas lamp ghost light to keep lonely vigil in the middle of the darkened stage, Quint left by the stage door, turning the key in the big brass lock, and headed over to the Deus Ex Machina—the pub up the street—for a bit of liquid consolation. His uncle, Agamemnon Wentworth Farthing—once the greatest theatre impresario the City had ever known—would already be there. He hadn’t even had the heart to stick it out for curtain call. And that, Quint thought, had been mercifully brief, the actors offering only perfunctory bows before leaving the stage, shedding bits of costume in their collective wake as they headed toward the dressing rooms. Mostly, they’d all been in a hurry to get to the place Quint found himself now, too.
         
 
         The Deus Ex Machina—as the Mac was formally proclaimed by the soot-begrimed sign that hung swaying over the doorway—had become in recent years a kind of eccentric shrine of sorts. A memorial for all of the theatres and all of the productions that had met their deaths along the once-grand “Palace Row.” The Row was an area of the City comprising four long blocks of increasingly dilapidated edifices, crumbling buildings housing stages—referred to in the better days of recent memory as “theatre palaces”—where scintillating performances of the thespian craft seen in times past had mostly given way to the creeping depredations of the “popular arts.”
         
 
         As, over the years, the crowds had thinned, one by one the theatres had begun closing their doors. And as they had, the owner of the Deus Ex Machina had bought up the most interesting bits of sets and props—at ridiculously low prices—and mounted them on the walls and posts and beams of the rabbit-warren public house. The best ones he hung suspended from the rafters above the long oak bar.
 
         Quint was, admittedly, conflicted about the practice. On the one hand, he appreciated the memorializing—these were productions that should be remembered—but, on the other, it sometimes seemed to him … macabre. Like theatrical taxidermy. He didn’t like to think of all the living breathing performances he’d marvelled at in his youth as something to be skinned and stuffed and mounted like the carcasses of hunting trophies.
         
 
         He shook off his gloomy thoughts and pulled open the heavy oak and bronze door of the pub. A rush of warm, greasy air tumbled over him, dissipating in the cool, wet night, and he stepped into the noisy closeness of the Mac’s innards. He elbowed his way toward the very back corner to the long, low table where his uncle always sat slumped after a performance, surrounded by a bevy of theatrical cronies, to discover that talk had already turned to “the problem with theatre.”
 
         That’s a bad sign, Quint thought. That topic didn’t usually rear its ugly head until the second or third round of ales. He signalled the barmaid for a small beer and sat down, turning only half an ear to the same familiar conversation. It was like listening to one of those old circular songs where one party began and everyone picked up the tune in turn and it just went round and round with no end and no beginning. Often the discussions would chug away into the wee hours, until Quint was forced to drag his uncle out into the street and help him stumble up the steps of the late-run trolley-tram.
         
  
         Always, the topic was the same. The problem with theatre.
 
         “Bums in the seats” was the problem. Or, rather, the increasing lack thereof. Over the past few years, the Aurora (in particular, but all of the Palace Row houses in general) had been losing audiences to other forms of popular entertainment. “Entertainment” being an entirely subjective term, Quint thought bleakly. He’d trodden the boards beneath the soaring gilded arches of the Aurora’s proscenium since he was old enough to toddle about upright, fetching props and costumes, bringing the actors jugs of water and flasks of whisky. Eventually he’d been allowed to take on bit parts now and then—he had a natural talent for acting and an eye for directing, his uncle had told him—when he wasn’t stage managing the productions.
         
 
         But now, at the ripe old age of nineteen, Quintillius Farthing was beginning to despair for the future of his chosen profession. The Chalice, one block over on the Row, was the first to give up on producing actual plays. Its owner now ran nightly revues of assorted novelty acts instead. Quint had gone to see the show—if “show” it could rightly be called—out of pure, bloody-minded curiosity one night when the Aurora had been dark. Afterwards he’d cursed himself and heartily wished he hadn’t gone. The headline act had consisted of a chorus of dancing girls in peek-a-boo underthings, jiggling and bobbing alongside a fire-breathing dwarf on stilts wearing break-away suspenders … and no underthings whatsoever. Quint shuddered at the memory. 
         
 
         But the Chalice wasn’t the only one, either. A few houses further up, for instance, there was a theatre that had recently opened a larger-than-life—and entirely obscene—marionette puppet show that was running three performances a day and drew large, rowdy, drunk crowds. In between that tarnished venue and the Aurora, there was another boarded-up theatre that had gone permanently dark where, outside on the street, a tramp ran an act with a marmoset on a pneumatic pogo stick.
         
 
         A marmoset. Of all things.
 
         The last time he’d walked past, Quint’s heart had sank to discover that the marmoset was pulling in more cash than his uncle’s theatre. Getting better crowds than a performance of Shakespeare, for pity’s sake.
 
         A marmoset.
 
         “Spectacle!” one of the old boys down the table in the Mac suddenly roared. “We need more spectacle!”
 
         “Bigger sets!”
 
         “Explosions!”
 
         “What about art?” Quint said finally, tiring of the wrongheadedness of it all. “What about artistry?”
         
 
         “Aye, lad.” The roaring chap gave him a sharp glare. “What about it?”
 
         “We could try hiring some real actors, you know.” Quint shrugged. “Instead of that ridiculous bawd we’ve got playing Juliet—”
 
         “Oy! Watch’r mouf, Farving!” the delicate ingénue in question yowled from the next table over, where she sat on Old Capulet’s lap, quaffing from a pewter mug. “Or I’ll give you a rose by any ovva name!” She shook her fist at him.
 
         Quint sighed and turned away from the raucous laughter at that table. He had no actual fear of offending the base creature. She probably wouldn’t remember most of that night’s proceedings by the next morn, anyway. “Just like she can’t remember most of her lines,” Quint grumbled to himself.
         
 
         Agamemnon smiled gently in the face of his nephew’s seething frustration. He nodded his chin at the table full of actors. “We’ve got her for the same reason we’ve got most of them, except for the few old-timers. We’ve got her because she’s cheap.”
 
         “She is that,” Quint agreed, but quietly enough so that Marjorie didn’t hear him this time. The last thing he wanted, ironically enough, was to make a scene. He sighed. It was the crux of the problem. Smaller audiences meant less money coming, which meant less money to pay for real talent, which in turn, ensured even smaller audiences. “I should go back to the Aurora, Uncle. The box office receipts are in need of counting …”
 
         “Twenty in the audience today, Tilli, old chap,” Agamemnon patted his nephew’s knee. “I already counted. And five of those were comps.”
 
         “Uncle, I thought we’d agreed—no more complimentary tickets?”
 
         “You worry too much, Quintillius,” the old sage who still ran the Orpheum said from across the table as he pushed a mug toward him. “You need a lass, my boy. Some lovely doll who’ll take your mind off the work.”
 
         In the corner, the gaggle of chorus dancers from the naughty revue sent up an unrelated shriek of laughter and Quint shuddered.
 
         A lass.
 
         He was certainly not opposed to the idea. But he’d grown up steeped in the classics. The great love stories. And he’d decided long ago—somewhere around the age of nine or ten (he’d been a terribly precocious child)—that the girl who managed to capture the heart of Quintillius Farthing would be … extraordinary. He would settle for nothing less.
         
 
         Never mind that. He shook the silly fantasy of a lady love from his thoughts, frowning. No. The work was the only thing Quint cared about. He didn’t want a girl to take his mind off it. Through the haze of pipe and hookah smoke, Quint gazed up at the ceiling of the Mac. Above him, a harpy-wing apparatus from his uncle’s last truly successful performance—Shakespeare’s The Tempest—hung suspended from wires, stretched out as if in phantom flight.
         
 
         Quint distinctly remembered the thrill of watching an actor wearing the magnificent wings descend to the stage from the Aurora’s fly-tower through a rolling cloud of dry-ice fog to the accompaniment of crashing thunder and lightning, speaking those marvellous lines …
 
         Agamemnon had been forced to sell off the contraption to the Mac’s owner when his bar tally had grown too long. Quint stared at the iridescent feathers, wired with such care to the frame, and wondered at the artistry that had made them seem so lifelike on stage, under the lights.
 
         Suddenly, the bench beside him creaked, shaking Quint out of his reverie. He turned to find himself looking into the eyes of a compact, wiry little man with iron-grey hair curling out from under a velvet top hat, and wearing an immaculate, if slightly old-fashioned, frock coat and cravat. The man leaned forward and Quint saw his own eyes reflected in the convex lenses of the delicate brass pince-nez perched on the other man’s long, hawkish nose.
 
         “Call me Kingfisher,” the man said. His breath was hot, pungent with the tang of absinthe. “Young Master Farthing … I have something you should see. You and your uncle.”
 
         
            • • •

         
 
          
         They left the Mac, travelling by hired coach up the hill until the streets became too narrow and perilously rutted for the high, thin wheels of the carriage to navigate. The man, Kingfisher, paid the driver with carefully counted-out coins—silver, Quint thought, impressed—and then led the way down a winding side street.
 
         At ground level, a thickening coal-dust dirty fog swirled about their boots as they walked along the cobbled streets. High overhead, Quint saw the gleaming metal skin of a TransAtlantica Flights intercontinental dirigible reflecting silver-blue moonlight as it made its stately way westward through the night skies. Toward America, on the other side of the vast ocean, Quint sighed wistfully. He wondered for a brief moment about the theatrical possibilities in a city like New York, where the airship would dock in a mere few days. Perhaps that was what he should do. Pack up and head for the New World!
 
         Excitement, romance …
 
         Who are you trying to fool, Quintillius? he thought. You’ll never leave London. It was his home. The City. The theatre. The loneliness.
         
 
         The trio walked side by side until the way became so narrow that they had to trudge along one behind the other and the upper floors of the houses they passed seemed to lean menacingly in toward them, blocking out the sliver of indigo sky with dark, looming brick facades. Quint began to suspect that the mysterious Mister Kingfisher was leading them into some sort of nefarious trap—that he and his uncle were on the verge of being accosted and robbed of their belongings, or perhaps their very lives—when the old man suddenly stopped before the narrow door to a tall, neat house. A small blue flame burning in the lantern above the door illuminated a series of elaborate brass locks that Kingfisher unlatched, one by one, with the keys on a large ring he brought forth from some inner pocket. The keys on the ring were like none Quint had ever seen before. One of them seemed to glow when the old man inserted it into the keyhole.
         
 
         “My own invention, this security system. Top notch. One can never be too cautious.” Kingfisher grinned at them over his shoulder. “Especially not with the treasures hoarded in my particular stores …”
         
 
         Once over the threshold, Quint gazed around in astonishment. He was hard-pressed to imagine how anyone could find anything of value in amongst the unidentifiable junk and clutter that towered in teetering piles, lining walls and obscuring furniture. Sitting room, dining room, tiny kitchen —all were virtually un-navigable on account of the masses of paraphernalia.
         
 
         Coils of wire, glass bulbs, sheets of what looked like hammered tin and copper, gears and cogs of all sizes, fine linens, a dressmaker’s dummy, and tools ranging from an industrial-grade riveter to cases lined with tiny precision instruments for watchmaking were stacked about as though a crazed gathering of Santa’s elves had gone on break in the middle of an assemblage of nightmarish toys. In the corner, there was a fully articulated human skeleton hanging from a pole. A pair of what looked like welder’s goggles were perched at a jaunty angle on its bleached skull. There were books everywhere. Scrolls. Tablets. Palimpsests. Some new, some positively ancient.
 
         “Have you ever heard of the Library of Alexandria?”
 
         “Of course I have,” Quint snorted. “It burned to the ground in ancient times, taking a vast accumulated wealth of knowledge with it.”
 
         “Yes! Yes, it did.” Kingfisher’s eyes grew a touch unfocused for a moment. “Well, some of it survived. Some. Enough. Heron, for example …”
         
 
         “I’ve heard of Heron of Alexandria,” Agamemnon piped up from where he’d been crouched down on the floor, examining some sort of spring-loaded curiosity that resembled a tiny catapult. “An inventor, he was. Built one of the first steam turbines, didn’t he? And mechanical things. Whirligigs and such. Doors that opened on their own and wind-powered musical thingamies. Clever bloke.”
 
         “Clever. Oh, my, yes.” Kingfisher nodded and clapped his hands. “Hydraulics, pneumatics, automation. You might even call him the father of cybernetics, in fact.”
 
         “Cyber … what?” Quint frowned. He’d understood the other words, but …
 
         Kingfisher’s eyes twinkled. “Follow me,” he said, and crooked a long finger, beckoning the two Farthing gentlemen toward a door, which he opened. Through the archway, Quint saw the darkness beyond suddenly disperse and become filled with light from what must have been cleverly recessed lamps. The soft, golden illumination seemed to come from everywhere as they descended a circular staircase down into a basement that was as pristine and organized as the rooms above were cluttered and chaotic.
 
         Kingfisher trotted eagerly over to a shapeless bulk in the middle of the room, covered with a canvas drop cloth. “As I say, I’ve something to show you,” he said, drawing aside the tarp with a magician’s flourish. “Something men of your quality may find … of use.”
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         It’s not something, Quint thought to himself as he stepped off the bottom rung of the iron spiral staircase. It’s someone. A girl. And she was beautiful in the light of a dozen oil lamps. The lambent glow of the flames rendered her skin golden-hued. It gleamed, almost as if it were polished—
         
 
         “Metal …” The word whispered from between Quint’s lips, but as he approached the exquisite statue of the girl perched on the high stool in the corner of the workroom, he realized that it wasn’t an illusion. No trick of the light. Her skin looked as if it were, indeed, fashioned out of precious electrum.
 
         Her auburn tresses gleamed like fine-spun copper. No. Not like fine-spun copper … her hair was copper. Quint felt his eyes grow wide. Thousands of coiled and coiffed filaments, dressed in careful ringlets cascading down her back, shimmered like flame.
         
 
         “I needed the conductivity to power her synapticulator,” Kingfisher said, following Quint’s gaze. “Copper was just the ticket.”
 
         “Her … uh …” Agamemnon stammered. “Her what is it you say?”
         
 
         “Her artificial mind. The thought-processors consume a dreadful lot of energy,” Kingfisher talked as he walked in a circle around the stool where the statue perched, “and then there’s all the motivators that move her limbs and gears … but I had help with the design from an Austrian fellow—very clever, lives in New York now—and we managed to miniaturize the power source enough so that we could internalize it.”
 
         “I don’t understand.” Quint stood there blinking dumbly. “It’s just a statue.”
 
         “Oh, ho!” Kingfisher grinned impishly and patted the “statue’s” shoulder. “Now you don’t want to say anything to offend her, Master Farthing! She is no statue. She’s a performer.”
         
 
         “You mean … like a … simulacrum?” Quint had heard of such things, only he’d always imagined them clumsy, bulky constructs. This … this thing looked positively human.
         
 
         The old inventor chuckled. “A simulacrum—no! Heavens. My girl here is to those crude clunkers what the Sistine Chapel ceiling is to … to finger painting!” He gestured with a proud flourish. “I call her my Actromaton.”
 
         “I see,” Quint’s uncle said, a tiny amused smile twitching beneath his moustache.
 
         Quint shook his head slightly. His uncle was obviously humouring the poor old fellow. Who was—quite obviously—stark raving mad. Still … Quint took a step toward the inanimate thing. It was really quite lovely. Her sculpted features were delicately pretty. She even had tiny, finely spun copper eyelashes.
 
         “What’s her name?” Agamemnon asked.
 
         “Oh—she only responds to her character name, of course,” Kingfisher answered. “Anything else would just confuse her programming.”
         
 
         “Ah. I see …” Quint’s uncle harrumphed in wry amusement. “Her … her programming, is it? She’s not one of those Stanislavsky disciples, is she? They take everything so seriously!”
         
 
         “No, no.” Kingfisher laughed along with Agamemnon’s joke about the controversial Russian. “I simply meant that she is presently attuned to respond initially at the mention of her character’s name—as in her first scene in the play. Otherwise, she reverts to a state of dormancy, as you see her now, to conserve power.”
 
         Quint took another step forward, drawn as if by an unseen force. “‘Oh, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!’” he murmured one of Romeo’s lines that, in the moment, struck him as particularly fitting for such a charming whimsy. “‘It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night like a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear—’”
         
 
         Suddenly, the Actromaton raised her delicate chin and turned her head toward Quint. Bright green eyes fluttered open and the shadow of a smile curved her shimmering lips.
 
         “Oh!” Kingfisher blinked, a confused frown shadowing his brow. “Well, my dear! You are awake, it seems …”
 
         “I thought you said she was in a state of dormancy!” Quint’s uncle exclaimed, taking a step back.
 
         “Well, I …” The old inventor paused for a moment, thinking, and then his expression suddenly cleared. “Ah! Of course! Nurse calls her ‘Jule’ in the play. That’s what she must have thought she heard when you said ‘jewel.’”
 
         The Actromaton turned her head toward her creator, her movements graceful as a dancer’s. Precise and lyrical. She turned her head back toward Quint and her leaf-green eyes seemed to sparkle with vitality.
 
         “Made of Viennese glass,” Kingfisher said proudly. “The finest.”
 
         Quint was enchanted. “Can I call her Jewel then?” he asked. “It seems so … fitting.”
 
         “I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” Kingfisher said. Then he winked. “I think she likes you, Master Farthing.”
 
         “That’s not really possible,” Agamemnon said, knotting his arms across his chest and regarding the marvellous mechanical construct with some scepticism. “Is it? Her … er … liking someone?”
         
 
         “Oh, no,” Kingfisher smiled. “That was a little joke. She’s just responding with a series of pre-programmed responses. It’s all algorithms and such. An illusion, if you will—although a damned fine one, if I do say so myself. And, after all … isn’t that what the best actors do?”
 
         Jewel had slid off her perch and taken a step toward Quint, raising one slender hand, as if she would reach out and touch his face. Quint mirrored the gesture. Their fingertips touched and he could feel the slight, gentle whirring of the tiny gears and servos that operated her joints and limbs beneath the paper-thin, flexible covering of her metal skin. Truly, the Actromaton was a marvel. More than a feat of engineering she was almost … alchemy. Magic.
         
 
         For a fleeting moment, Quint felt as though he should have been repulsed. She wasn’t real. She was a mockery. A machine. But then a thought occurred to him.
 
         Well, what else are you, Quint, but a biological machine? You’re not so different. Just muscles and tendons instead of gears and pulleys.
         
 
         What was it Shakespeare had called his troupe of actors in A Midsummer Night’s Dream? “Rude mechanicals”? And Quint was far more rudely mechanical than the Actromaton when it came right down to it! He laughed a little at his silent joke and Jewel noticed. She parroted the gesture and her voice was like the chiming of silver bells, musical and wondrous.
         
 
         Quint pressed his rough palm against her cool smooth one and said, “‘If I profane with my unworthiest hand, the gentle sin is this: my lips, two blushing pilgrims ready stand to smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss …’”
 
         It was Romeo’s first line to Juliet in the banquet scene—the first time the two characters spoke—and Jewel responded with a swift, startled intake of “breath.” Just as a proper Juliet would. Quint could almost imagine he perceived a slight, hectic blush brightening her gleaming cheeks. She opened her mouth as if to answer back when Kingfisher stepped forward to interrupt them. Quint had almost forgotten that the two other men were in the room.
 
         “Now, now,” the inventor patted his creation on the shoulder. “Let’s not go too far down that road just yet. Time enough for banquets and balconies. Masters Farthing, let me show you something.” He beckoned Agamemnon forward and smiled in a fatherly way at Jewel. “My dear? If you’d be so kind?”
         
 
         She smiled serenely and lifted her arms over her head like a ballerina. Her costume, Quint saw, was not so much a costume as a casing. A housing for machinery. Kingfisher gently pushed aside the copper curls hanging down between the Actromaton’s shoulders, revealing a series of rivets and intricate brass buckling that fastened up the back of her delicate corset instead of lacing.
         
 
         “She runs on an electromagnetic engine, you see.” The inventor beamed at his captive, captivated audience. “She’s wireless! And these are her hydraulics, her pneumatics …”
 
         What Quint had taken to be nothing more than the stays of Jewel’s corsetry was actually piping; thin pneumatic tubing that ribbed her garment in vertical stripes like whalebone. Up close, he could hear the hiss and gentle gurgle of gases and fluids that gave her motion. Simulated life. Kingfisher unlatched a hidden, lace-covered panel in her bodice and showed them the chambered, fluid-pumping apparatus of Jewel’s “circulatory pump”—her heart.
 
         Quint stared at the intricate mechanism, utterly intrigued. It was beautiful.
 
         Agamemnon, for his part, was seemingly a touch overwhelmed. “I could use a wee dram to help me take all this in, Mister Kingfisher.”
 
         “Yes, yes. Of course! Help yourself.” The inventor waved in the direction of an oaken sideboard as he adjusted his creation’s marvellous corsetry. The sideboard held an assortment of cut crystal decanters holding liquids of various colours. “Just anything but the … No! Agamemnon, stop!”
 
         Quint’s uncle froze, a liqueur glass full of something that looked like crème de menthe or green chartreuse, poised beneath his moustaches.
         
 
         “Heh …” Kingfisher bustled over and plucked the bilious green concoction from the other man’s fingers. “Not that one.”
         
 
         “What the deuce? I thought it was plain old absinthe!”
 
         “No. Although the ‘green fairy’ is part of the base liquid, this is no ordinary aperitif. No, this particular tonic takes a good deal of getting used to, you see. That is, if you want to avoid instant paralysis, followed by a slow, creeping death. Oh yes. One must … build up a resistance over years and years of ingesting tiny amounts …” He was muttering almost to himself now.
 
         “And then?”
 
         “Hm?”
 
         “After the years and years?” Quint asked. “Why would one wish to partake of such a substance over a protracted period of time, sir, unless the benefits were unusually rewarding?”
 
         The old man’s timeless gaze swept back across the room to where Jewel waited patiently for her master to finish his tinkering with her mechanics. “One devotes one’s life to the creation of such a thing, wouldn’t you say? And if that life isn’t long enough … one finds ways to get … more life.” Kingfisher downed the contents of the glass himself with a grimace.
 
         Agamemnon frowned deeply. “Sounds like a Devil’s bargain, old man.”
 
         Kingfisher’s grin returned. “But … But … it has, in a small way, allowed me to play not the Devil, but God—if you will allow the blasphemy.” His laughter sounded slightly unhinged. “At least I didn’t make her in my own image! Ha … that would have been a terrible burden now, wouldn’t it?” He closed the panel over Jewel’s heart again and tapped it gently with a fingertip. 
         
 
         “What about her …” Quint gestured vaguely toward the Actromaton’s head.
 
         “Her synapticulator? Her brain is—well, I assure you—it’s just as finely made as the rest of her. And I’ve filled it full of the complete works of the Bard. Every word. She’s a Shakespearean encyclopaedia! She’ll never miss a cue or jump a line!”
 
         “You really mean to put her on the stage?” Quint’s uncle’s jaw dropped open almost until it was touching his chest. “You think she can actually act?”
 
         “She will. Once you teach her. Train her.” Kingfisher was staring at the Farthings now with a feverish glare. “I’ve given her the raw materials. She only needs the fine-tuning that a director—a mentor—can give her. I want that teacher to be young Master Farthing.”
         
 
         “I …”
 
         Quint felt suddenly very unsure of himself. Of this whole strange endeavour. He backed away—right into his uncle who stood at his elbow. Agamemnon grasped his arm before he could turn and bolt up the stairs and out into the night.
 
         “Think of it,” his uncle murmured in his ear, “no more Marjories up on our stage. No more gaffed lines or botched blocking! Every performance just as perfect as the one that went before. And just the way you want it to be. Think of it, Tillie, my lad. Even those newfangled infernal pictie-shows still need human actors to pull off a real performance. We won’t need real actors at all anymore once they see what it—what this, er, what she can do!”
         
 
         “Quintillius,” the inventor said, “I beseech you. Will you do the honours of teaching her nuance? Of directing her, as it were? I know it is in your soul, young man. The words are in her mind, she just needs a taste of what they should sound like in her heart,” Kingfisher argued persuasively. “Much like your own mind is simply the end result of an accumulation of knowledge and then the interpretation of that knowledge, she simply needs to be guided in the art of that interpretation. Shape her performance, Quintillius. And then, together, we three will present her to the world. The finest Juliet to ever grace a stage. And that stage will be the Aurora!”
         
 
         “Agamemnon?” Quint said quietly, turning to his uncle. “What do you think about all this? Truly?”
 
         His uncle’s gaze had lost its wariness. In its place, Quint could see the dreams of the erstwhile impresario kindling to fevered life. This could be just the very thing the theatre needed to revive. Their fortunes could be looking rosier within a month. Word of the Actromaton’s novelty would guarantee a sold-out show. Quint knew that in his bones.
 
         Arms still raised gracefully over her head, Jewel turned and winked at Quint. Neither of the other men noticed and—for some reason—Quint did not feel inclined to tell them. It was like a little secret. It made him feel less apprehensive about the undertaking. Slightly.
 
         He winked back … and then reluctantly agreed to be Jewel’s tutor. And more than that.
 
         He told them he would only do it if he could also be her Romeo.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         Marjorie Dalliance had responded just as expected when told she would be getting the boot in favour of a machine. And that Quint would be taking over the part of Romeo. “Cor lumme!” she crowed. “You? Romeo! Ha! You what? never been kissed? Snoggin’ it up wiv this bucket o’ bolts? Ain’t that fittin’. Carn’t handle a real woman, this one. Well, good luck t’yer, sweeting. Hope she don’t break yer pansy wee ’art!” She spat on the stage at his feet and turned on the heel of her high, laced boot to flounce off up the aisle of the theatre, bustle bouncing absurdly in her wake.
         
 
         Honorius Clement, the actor who’d played Romeo opposite Marjorie, took the news a good deal better. He’d always had a sort of laconic spirit anyway. And he’d seemed a bit alarmed when he’d thought for a moment that he’d have to be the one playing opposite the Actromaton.
         
 
         Marjorie was one thing, he said, but he’d played Pygmalion once in an operetta and the story of the man who’d fallen in love with the beautiful statue had struck him as just slightly … sad. He wished Quint luck. Quint instantly offered to make Honorius the stage manager of the production.
 
         He was glad he did so, too, because Quint had his hands more than full with a rehearsal period that turned out to be only a few weeks long. The minute word leaked out of Kingfisher’s and Farthing’s daring new enterprise, the whole of the City, it seemed, was clamouring for tickets to the rumoured one-night-only exclusive gala showing. The price his uncle was charging was utterly exorbitant—and yet they sold like proverbial hot cakes.
 
         Quint barely had time to take notice of the kerfuffle, though. All of his time was spent in rehearsal sessions with Jewel. And those moments seemed to pass in a kind of dreamlike haze. Kingfisher marvellous creation soaked up Quint’s direction like a thirsty sponge. The subtlety and nuance of her performance grew exponentially, a balm to his artistic soul. And her grace and beauty touched his heart. When, in a dress run of the balcony scene, she reached out to him and asked, “Dost thou love me?” Quint felt a twinge in his chest, and a deep, strange happiness.
         
 
         It was a joy that was only compounded by the fact that, when he turned to swear his love to her by the light of the moon, it was to see that—thanks to Jewel’s precise memory—the moon was indeed shining down over the Aurora’s stage.
         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         The week before opening was one of great excitement. There were new and ingenious set pieces built for the production, designed—of course—by Kingfisher himself. It would make all of the backstage machinations so much easier. Not that the actors wouldn’t be kept busy. In such a small company, everyone had a part to play, off stage as well as on. Quint handled all the masks and cloaks and random bits of scenery. The actor playing Mercutio took care of swords and torches. Jewel, along with her moon duties, would be responsible for preparing the props table each night. For that, Quint was inordinately grateful. When Marjorie had done it, she’d always forgotten half of the items and the other actors would have to run around looking for things or go onstage empty-handed.
         
 
         When it finally came time for the curtain to rise, Quint’s pre-show jitters gave way to a kind of euphoria. And more than halfway through the performance, he realized that the show was progressing better than he’d even dared hope. Not a single hitch so far and not just where Kingfisher’s star was concerned. In fact, it seemed that Jewel’s presence onstage, instead of overshadowing them, had actually caused the other actors in the company to step up their game. They were all bloody brilliant. Quint could feel the over-capacity crowd hanging on every word. Just as he was.
 
         Standing in the darkness of the wings, in the midst of Act IV, he heard Jewel say, “‘I have a faint cold fear thrills through my veins that almost freezes up the heat of life,’” and he felt a shiver run up his own spine. The coaching sessions he’d done with the Actromaton really had worked wonders for her. With her flawless command of the lines and—thanks  to his work with her—a precise understanding of how to act  them, she was scintillating. She was perfect. She was Juliet.
         
 
         And Quint suddenly, utterly, understood why Romeo  loved her so.
 
         Loved her enough to take poison in her tomb when he  thought she was dead, so that he could lie there with her for  all eternity. “‘Thus, with a kiss, I die!’” Quint proclaimed,  drinking off the potion in the black glass vial that Jewel had  left prepared for him backstage. Onstage under the lights, he  noticed that the liquid stained his fingertips bright green …  and then Quint fell to the ground beside Juliet’s bier, quite  paralysed, unable even to close his eyes as he felt his heart  begin to slow throughout the remainder of the scene.
 
         Oh, God, he thought as Juliet woke, banished the Friar from  her tomb, and knelt over his body. His barely breathing body.
         
 
         We’ve taught her too well, he thought.
         
 
         Somewhere along the line, somewhere during rehersals, it  had ceased to be a play for her. In Jewel’s mind, Romeo took  poison and Romeo died for love of her. For love of Juliet. And  so, knowing that as a certainty, she had set the props table  with a vial of Kingfisher’s “tonic.” And now Quint was going  to die.
 
         Because of the simple fact that as human—more than  human—as she seemed to be … his Jewel was not. She was an  illusion.
         
 
         She knelt at his side and bent over him, smiling sadly. Her  beautiful eyes were incapable of producing moisture and yet,  in that moment, they sparkled so brightly—as if with unshed  tears—that the effect was more convincing than if Marjorie  Dalliance had cried out a river. Women in the audience,  maybe men too, were sobbing into handkerchiefs.
 
         Quint felt Jewel’s pain. Her love. He just couldn’t feel anything else. His body had gone numb. Nerveless. He tried to speak, to tell her, No! this isn’t real!
         
 
         But it was. It was the most convincing performance that his uncle’s warped and weathered stage had ever played host to.
 
         Jewel leaned down to caress his face with her cool, smooth fingertips.
 
         He was really going to die. She was, too.
 
         Real death. Real … love?
 
         Quint’s slowing heart ached, even as—with a wrenching cry—Jewel drove an all-too-real dagger through her own, destroying the delicate, irreplaceable mechanism that kept her functioning. Dark, honey-red hydraulic fluid seeped through the brocaded fabric of her costume in a widening stain, and she fell across his body with a last, lingering sigh of pure contentment.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         It was almost a full month before Quint could stand without holding on to a chair or the wall for support. His uncle told him that he was very lucky indeed to have survived. Kingfisher had been convinced that he would be dead within the hour. The dram Jewel had given him should have stopped his heart that very night. Just as hers had. Quint secretly wondered if some part of the Actromaton’s programming had fought with her driving need for realism. He imagined that maybe she had diluted the deadly stuff—perhaps even in spite of herself. He would never know. Days later, Kingfisher had vanished, taking his now-defunct creation with him. When Agamemnon had gone round to his house, it was only to find the place deserted. As empty as if it had never been occupied.
 
         At any rate, Quint was alive.
 
         In fits and starts, he had regained first consciousness and then his mental faculties—although he still tended to drift a bit in conversations if he didn’t concentrate very hard. The paralysis had dissipated, eventually, and his muscles regained their strength and suppleness. But Quintillius Farthing’s wasn’t the only miraculous recovery.
         
 
         The Aurora was back in business. The over-capacity crowd that had paid wildly inflated prices to see the spectacle of the Actromaton’s first—and, sadly, last—performance had given the company a tremendous boost. And not just financially. While Quint had been convalescing, Agamemnon had announced a casting call for an entirely new production. Still Shakespeare, of course, but a comedy this time—All’s Well That Ends Well. Actors and actresses—real ones, talented ones—had returned to Palace Row to sign up for auditions now that the Aurora once again had the money to pay.
         
 
         Agamemnon asked Quint to run them.
 
         It was near the end of the day when she walked in. Silhouetted in the dwindling light of the late afternoon, all Quint saw was a glint of coppery curls underneath a stylish feather bonnet, and the hourglass contours of corset and skirts. His breath caught in his throat. But then the young woman stepped inside the doorway and he blinked and took a slow step toward her.
 
         “I hope I’m not too late,” said the girl in a sweetly musical voice.
 
         Quint rushed forward, extending a hand. “Not at all … Miss …?”
 
         “My name is Sapphy,” she said, smiling, reaching forward to take Quint’s hand in her own small, warm one. “It’s short for Sapphire …”
 
         A jewel, Quint thought. The pang in his heart was fleeting as he bent low over her hand and then raised his eyes. She blushed prettily and he led the lovely young actress toward the stage saying, “And what piece would you like to read for
 me today, Miss Sapphire?”
         
 
         He smiled when she chose something not from Romeo and
 Juliet, and he settled back in his seat to watch. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            The Cannibal Fiend of Rotherhithe
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         PART THE FIRST
 
         Hector MacAlindon and the North Sea Mermaid
 
         NOW, WHEN A person hears the word mermaid, certain images will probably unfurl themselves across the mythic canvas of their mind, perhaps of silky sirens frolicking amidst the billows of the cobalt-blue sea, laughing and sporting with dolphins and flying fish. Or maybe they might conjure a picture of a beautiful woman seated upon a rock contemplatively combing her flowing tresses, her lips rich and red, her eyes ocean-green and filled with arcane knowledge, her long tail iridescent with shining scales, the pale flukes spread like webbed fingers, slapping idly at the foam.
         
 
         Or if they’re of a mind to fear such things, perhaps they will imagine a dark and stormy night, the moon shrouded in a veil of lace, mariners peering with puckered brows into a deep booming darkness flecked with white: the grinning teeth of surf on oil-black and sharp-fanged rocks. And they cock an ear and hear sweet dulcet voices calling, calling. And they leap overboard for the heady delight of it and are seen nevermore.
 
         The reality, as it turns out, is somewhat different, as Hector MacAlindon discovered one dark night. 
         
 
         Not that Hector Mac ever had a mind for the fantastic or the wonderful. Hector was a dull, grimy, grim, gloomy, practical shred of a man. He lived alone in a cottage on a cliff that overlooked the bitter wastes of the English North Sea. Well, I call it a cottage, but hovel would be a better word for the dilapidated heap of mouldering stone and slate where he lived in dour isolation. The cracks between the stones were stuffed with rags and clods of mud, but the wind still fingered its way in on cold winter nights, plucking at Hector’s threadbare blankets, insinuating its way into bed beside him, holding him in its arctic embrace and freezing his feet to shards of blue ice.
 
         And he had no wife to warm his thin bones, no woman to light his lamps and heat the grey stew in his Crock-pot, no gentle hand to soothe his brow when he came home after a long shift, dog-tired and sick at heart. No fleshy body to lie between him and the biting north wind. He was quite alone, and it gnawed at him.
 
         Hector MacAlindon eked out a meagre existence as an undersea trawler-man. Every evening he’d make his way down the cliff path to the long strand where the massive black submersibles stood like beached whales between the wooden groynes, their high, thin smokestacks lifting to the clouded heavens like the lone and mute pipes of some broken-down old church organ. The ugly submersibles stank of stale brine and rotting seaweed, and of engine oil and coal, their great copper-clad hulks stamped with barnacles and crawling with crabs and starfish.
 
         Every evening it would be Hector’s duty to climb the slimy rail to the porthole door and clamber in and spin the wheel to make the seal watertight.
 
         Then he would make his way through the labyrinth of machinery, ducking the hanging hawsers, avoiding the hissing and spitting steam pipes, checking the dials and meters and gauges and the pistons and cylinders and pumps to make sure the stokers had done their jobs right, and that the furnaces were blazing.
         
 
         Finally, he’d settle into the pilot’s seat and pull the levers and trim the gyres and set the ratchets clanking. The engines would begin to rumble and roar and grey smoke would belch from the tall smokestacks as the undersea trawler crawled its way down the filthy sand and slowly sank beneath the waves until all that remained above the water were the five black chimney-tops trailing their thick ashy plumes.
 
         He remembered, years back, when he’d been an apprentice—in those days the undersea trawlers had names and personalities and were crewed by a jolly bunch of old salts. But these days there was just him and the weary, complaining engines and the gaping bell-shaped mouth of the trawler and the catch-tanks that filled with the swirl of black water, and the corroding filters and the holding pens into which the fish were spat. And there was the noise, of course: the never-ending, mind-shredding noise of the steam engines clanking and clanging and shrieking and raving.
         
 
         And no hope of a cool hand to soothe his brow at the end of his twelve-hour shift. No wife to give him ease. No joy.
 
         Except for that one unbelievable night when something large and fierce came shooting into the catch-tank, screaming and thrashing and writhing and wailing.
 
         Hector slammed his hand down on the KILL button and the whole shuddering and booming contraption came to a sudden halt on the seabed. At first he thought a person had been caught by the suction pumps. A swimmer, dragged under by the rip of the in-drawn water. But at night? At this depth? In winter?
 
         More alarmed that he might get the blame for the person’s death than fearing for the safety of the victim, Hector scuttled down the vertical iron stair and ran breathlessly along the ramps and gantries and corridors in the guts of the machine until he stood staring down into the rush and flurry of the half-filled catch-tank.
         
 
         A pale, fearful face peered up at him from the belly of the water. Long dark hair hung lank about the head. The eyes were huge and luminous. A hand reached up pitifully.
 
         Hector leaned as far over the rail as he dared and snatched at the hand. Cold! Cold as death! But he held on and lugged the terrified woman up out of the water, his eyes filling with salt spray so that he could hardly see. He managed to grab the woman around the waist as she came over the rail and a moment later the weight of her threw him onto his back and the air was beaten out of his lungs. She felt strangely slimy in his grip. She floundered about on top of him for a moment then he heard a dull thud and the woman became still. He guessed she had bumped her head on some hard iron protuberance and that the jolt had rendered her unconscious.
 
         Gathering his wits, Hector pushed the limp form off himself and got to his feet. The light was not good down there, the wall lamps occluded by years of grime and oily smears. But the illumination was adequate enough for Hector MacAlindon to trust his eyes as he stared down at that sinuous, supine shape, still shedding water as it lay immobile at his feet.
 
         From the waist up, she was of human shape, but from the hips down she was all fish, grey-scaled and limned with pale phlegm-coloured fins. Trembling from the shock, Hector Mac crouched at the thing’s side and turned her onto her back. His stomach churned and he started away.
 
         Close up, the face was far from human. In fact, he found the sight of the mermaid’s face all the more disgusting because it was neither pure fish nor—Watt help him—pure human! It was an ugly, blue-skinned, blubber-lipped, goggle-eyed mixture of human and fish, with long thin tentacles or feelers twitching at the side of the down-curved mouth. And the hair was rank and flat like shredded seaweed, and she stank and froth bubbled down her chin. A necklace of blue periwinkle shells hung about her thick neck, but otherwise, she was naked.
         
 
         Recovering a little, Hector Mac came down on his knees at her side, brushing the slithery hair away from her blue upper body and gazing ruminatively at the small blue-tipped bosom that was revealed. He lifted her limp arm and examined the bony white fingers with their translucent webbing in between.
 
         The mermaid was breathing. He watched her for a while, wondering whether she would drown of air, like fish did.
 
         Time passed and she did not. A thought burrowed through his brain like a satanic weevil. A smile crooked the corner of his mouth.
 
         “You stay there, my girl,” he said, his voice creaky because he had not used it for so long. “You’re a gift from the deep, that’s what you are. I’m going to take you home. You’re not many a man’s idea of the perfect wife, but I’m not a fussy fellow, and you’ll do for me, oh, yes you will. You’ll do for me just fine.”
 
         And with that, he went lurching along the gantry in search of some stout rope and a large canvas sack.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         I’ll not dwell too much on the life Hector MacAlindon and his new-trawled wife led in the cottage on the cliffs. They had little in common and he had to keep a rope around her tail to stop her from escaping. She had no language, so far as he could make out, communicating in high-pitched squeaks and clicks and whoops, and showing her displeasure with snapping teeth and pinching fingers and sometimes with a whack of her thick, strong tail that would tip her husband base over apex and throw him across the room. But she learned quickly not to do that. Hector wasn’t much of a man, but he knew how to wield a burning stick, and the mermaid was terribly afraid of fire and screamed like a banshee when her skin sizzled.
         
 
         But it taught her to be dutiful and Hector found that she did not need to be kept wet, which was a blessing when he came home in the weary morning and slipped into bed beside her.
 
         And here’s where I draw a veil, except to say that somehow the mermaid became pregnant, and after four swollen months of pain and grief and shrieking a girl-child was born and the mermaid died of it and her husband dragged her to the cliff edge and tipped her over so that she fell, rag-limp, down into the foaming brine without even a whispered farewell from her cold-hearted spouse.
 
         The mermaid’s child seemed more human than aquatic, with white skin and two legs and no fins that her father could see. Hector cut raw seal blubber into thin strips to feed her, and she seemed to like it. He made her a playpen prison of wooden slats and chicken wire, and clamped a chain around her left leg and fed her on fish heads and entrails and on snails and slugs and stagnant water, working on the basis that even this squalling brat was better company than none at all. And although there was little about her that gave away the secret of her fishy maternal line, when she teethed, the teeth were white and needle-thin and pointed like the teeth of a pike, and her mouth was full of them.
 
         He found the periwinkle shell necklace among the folds of his bedclothes and he gave it to the babe to play with, and it quietened her crying. To assuage his solitude he would speak to the infant, and so he learned that she could understand him and form words. And he called her Silka and grew a little fond of her, so long as she behaved herself and did exactly as she was told. He kept her captive in the cottage as her infancy passed and she turned into a young girl with skin like blue-veined ivory and hair so black that in a certain light it seemed almost ultramarine.
         
 
         And she took to wearing her mother’s necklace about her slender throat. And she had quick wits and learned fast and was deft with her long slender nimble fingers. And she had large grey eyes and wide cheekbones and a narrow little chin, and sometimes she even smiled and looked almost pretty as she peered out between the curtains of her oil-black hair. Just so long as she smiled with her lips closed and kept her dreadful teeth hidden away.
 
         The years passed and Silka was fifteen-years-old and still she had never left the cottage, although she often gazed wistfully through the small windows at the sky and the cliffs and the rolling green hills. When he was in a good mood, her father would set a fire of beech wood in the hearth and he would cut herrings longwise and open them up like butterflies and hang them in the aromatic smoke and feed her portions of smoked kipper, while he told her far-fetched tales of the wide and wonderful world. She loved the taste of the smoked fish and wished she got to eat it more often.
 
         He spoke to her of her mother, although never the truth, saying instead that she was a fine lady from a big house and that evil misfortune had sundered them, and that all there was of her now was the necklace of blue periwinkle shells. And when her father told these stories, Silka would clutch at the necklace and weep for the mother she had never known.
 
         At other times, he would speak of the filthy fishing port of Grimsby that lay to the north, but more often of the wonderful sun-baked southlands and of London Town where the streets were paved with gold and where everyone could find their true love.
         
 
         Hector had no real idea of what a true love might be, but he had heard tell of it once, and coveted the idea of it in his hard and leathery heart.
 
         “I would like to see the wide world,” she’d say. “I would like to go to London Town and find my true love. When will I get to go there, Papa? Will you take me some day?”
 
         “In good time,” he would reply, meaning never.
 
         And then Hector MacAlindon made a fatal mistake.
 
         One bright spring morning, when the wicked sap was rising in him, he mistook his daughter for his wife and Silka reacted badly. Affronted and enraged, she snatched up a kitchen knife and plunged it three times into her father’s neck. Then she sat back on her heels, watching the gush of blood turn to a thick trickle. She dabbled her fingers in the red ooze, and not having been taught better, licked the blood off and rather liked it. Then she leaned down to her dead father’s neck and bit and chewed and liked that even more.
 
         I draw another veil here, except to say that once she had eaten her fill, it took Silka some hours to finally prize herself loose of the leg shackles. Able to move freely at last, she went through her father’s belongings, discovering his best Sunday suit, tucked away and reeking of camphor. He was a small man, and she was a lanky girl, and while the white shirt and black waistcoat and trousers were too big for her, they weren’t so much too big that she couldn’t wear them. She looped a black tie at her neck and pulled the black frockcoat over all, regarding her reflection in the dull shine of a tin plate.
 
         “Quite the dandy,” she said tonelessly, remembering how her father had sometimes put this suit on and paraded up and down in front of her, saying those very words. “Who’d have thought it to see me in my work clothes? Quite the dandy!”
         
 
         Then she tied up some raw fish and meat in a piece of rag, kicked the cottage door off its rusty hinges and stepped out on a lovely, glowing, clear-skied noontide and saw daffodils dancing and heard seagulls calling.
 
         She walked to the cliff edge. For a moment she gazed out wistfully over the sea. Her fingers slipped inside the collar of her shirt and caressed the tiny ridges of her lost mother’s periwinkle shell necklace. But even on a bonny spring day, the North Sea is grey and dispiriting, so with a melancholy feeling that she did not quite understand, she turned her face to the south and set forth to learn about the wide world.
 
         PART THE SECOND
 
         Silka Sallies Forth to London Town
 
         Silka strode the wild hills with a light heart and a spring in her step, hoping and expecting to catch a glimpse of London Town as she crested each hilltop, disappointed that she did not but determined that it would lie beyond the next. Or the next. Or—please Watt—the next!
         
 
         Her father had often described London Town to her—its soaring steeples and lofty domes, its teeming streets, its wise and courteous citizens, gliding from mansion house to coffee shop, tipping their hats, smoking cigars and speaking of philosophy and of the natural sciences. And he had told her of the mechanical marvels of the great dirigible harbour at Alexandra Palace and of the ornithopter ports at Biggin Hill and Croydon. Of river bridges that rose to let the steamships through to the wharfs and quays—steamships laden to the portholes with all the treasures of the British Empire. 
         
 
         She could see it in her mind already. She could almost feel the golden paving stones under her bare feet. Alas, but her trammelled life had not given her any real sense of the size of the world, and so she suffered disappointment after disappointment as the day dwindled and the evening came gliding in on feathered wings.
         
 
         The first human habitation she came upon was the village of Scartho, although she didn’t know its name. She stood on a hilltop in the deepening twilight and looked down on a small cluster of buildings with windows that shone with yellow and white gaslight.
 
         Full of hope, she made her way down the long hill and found a beaten and rutted road that led a winding way into the heart of the village.
 
         She approached a stable and discovered a man grooming a horse by the light of a hanging oil lamp. She had never seen a horse. It was very large. Very extraordinary. Oh, the marvels of the world! She wondered what it would taste like.
 
         She stood in front of the man, waiting for him to look at her. She had been taught not to speak until spoken to. She had no wish to be beaten.
 
         After a short while the man turned from his work with the grooming brushes. He stared her up and down, his face growing puzzled.
 
         “Do you want something, lass?” he asked.
 
         “My name is Silka MacAlindon and I am going to London Town to find my true love,” she replied.
 
         The man grinned. “Are you, indeed?” he said. “You’ve a fair old step ahead of you, if that’s your aim.”
 
         “Truly?” Silka replied, a little crestfallen. “Is it very far, then?”
 
         The man rubbed his stubbly chin, staring down at her grimy bare feet. “If you’re walking, lass, you’ll be ten days on the road, for sure,” he told her. “But if you took a road train, I dare say you could be there within a day,” he added. “But the road trains don’t run through Scartho. You’d need to get to Scunthorpe and pick up the Iron Road there.”
         
 
         Silka looked solemnly at him. “I don’t know what a road train is,” she said. “And I have never heard of Scunthorpe. Is it far?”
 
         “Far enough, if you’re on foot,” said the man.
 
         “How do I get there?”
 
         He pointed westwards. “Scunthorpe lies that way,” he said. “Follow the road through Keelby Town and Limber and Kirmington, through Wrawby and Brigg and Sawby Brook, and you will get to Scunthorpe … in the end.”
 
         “Thank you, I will,” said Silka.
 
         The man took a step forward, looking closely at her. “You’ve a bonny face, Silka MacAlindon. Are you travelling alone?”
 
         “I am,” Silka replied.
 
         He smiled. “Dressed in your big brother’s cast offs, eh? I’ll bet there’s a story there, lass. Are you a runaway? Are you hungry? Would you like a bite to eat before you set off?”
 
         “I am and I would!” Silka declared, spreading her lips and giving the man a wide, friendly smile.
 
         Alarm flashed across his face and he took a stumbling step backwards. “Watt save us! What are you?” he gasped.
 
         “I am Silka MacAlindon,” she said, confused.
 
         “You’re some manifestation,” cried the man, clearly frightened now, starting to panic. “You’re the Pale Girl of Accrington or the ghost of Anne Mort, you are! Some evil thing from out the hills! Get away from me!”
 
         Silka reached out a hand, unsettled by the man’s behaviour. 
         
 
         He backed off, stumbled and fell. “Demons!” he howled at the top of his voice. “Demons from hell! Help! Help me!”
 
         Doors and windows opened, feet began to run. Voices called from out of the gloaming.
 
         “It’s Nathan Switcher! He sounds fair frit to death!”
 
         “Is that you, Nathan? What’s the matter, lad?”
 
         Silka spun, her eyes darting from side to side as a ring of people closed in on her from all directions in the twilight. One or two carried pitchforks, another clutched a meat cleaver, and one glowering man held an odd contraption of iron and wood in his hands.
 
         Silka lowered her head, hissing and spitting, her eyes narrowed in watchful fear, her fingers curled. She had no idea, of course, of what a fearsome sight she made to the disturbed populace of that small village.
 
         The circle of terrified people halted at the full sight of her in the lamplight. Surely she had to be some demonic thing spewed up from the bowels of the earth. For sure and certain, she was not human. Just take a look at those teeth!
         
 
         The man with the iron and wooden contrivance lifted it to his shoulder, pointing a bell-shaped black tube toward her. There was a flash of blue light and a loud bang. Something hot slashed past Silka’s face, grazing her cheek. Hurting her.
 
         She howled and threw herself away from the fiery contraption. A man with a wooden club barred her way. She sprang high like a leaping salmon, coming down on him with all her weight. He collapsed under her. She dipped her head to his neck and bit hard. There was blood and flesh in her mouth for an instant, then she bounced to her feet and fled away along the darkened street and off up into the high hills again.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
          
         She was in the hills, lying on her back under a starry sky, panting still from her exertions. She had run a very long way before finally collapsing in the grass. She rubbed the sore spot on her cheek where the hot thing had scorched her skin. She would be wary of approaching people again. They were not to be trusted—and they carried dangerous weapons.
 
         But a lesson had been learned. Don’t smile at people—you have the teeth of a pike! Your father told it to you often enough, you fool! Keep those teeth behind closed lips unless you want the whole world to scream bloody murder whenever they see you.
 
         She caught a hare and ate it raw and still warm, then slept, curled among tree-roots. The night was cold, but she was hardened to that. Tomorrow she must seek Scunthorpe and learn what road trains were.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         The little huddled villages were threaded along the slushy spring-wet road like knuckles of flint stamped into the green land. Silka skirted them, preferring to avoid any more encounters than was strictly necessary for her to get to London Town. Once there, she felt sure the cultured and courteous people of the sun-drenched City of Gold would help her to find her true love. And then all would be well.
 
         It was the foul air that first alerted her to the fact that she was closing in on the industrial town of Scunthorpe. She sniffed, not knowing what she was smelling, but not liking it much.
 
         Nothing Silka had encountered so far prepared her for the sight and smell and din of Scunthorpe. It lay in a wide valley, black as evil, shrouded in a cowl of dense swirling cloud. Iron and brick structures thrust up like broken fists and fingers into the underbelly of the smoggy sky, belching more filth, spreading their stain over the cerulean blue of the heavens. And like a vile effulgence, red and yellow fires would spurt up at random from various parts of the hellish place, briefly staining the cloud with a hectic, horrible brightness before sinking back down again like dragons spent of flame.
         
 
         Through the haze, bulbous shapes drifted to and fro above the town. Silka guessed they were the dirigibles of which her father had sometimes spoken—great elongated bags of gas, ribbed and hung with gondolas, powered by grinding engines, gouting steam and sparks as they cruised like airborne pigs, filled with passengers and cargoes.
 
         And other, smaller flying things buzzed through the clouds, like black beetles, hovering and darting, rising and dipping. Ornithopters ferrying folk about, their curved wings beating the air, their exhaust pipes spewing more filth into the polluted sky.
 
         Silka stood stark on a hilltop on a sweet spring afternoon and stared into the gaping maw of hell on earth. But for good or bad, she must enter the black pit of Scunthorpe to get to London Town.
 
         She made her way down the road. Be polite. Don’t smile. And be ready to run if things go awry.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         There were few people on the cobbled streets, and those she met ignored her or moved away to avoid her as she approached them. And they hadn’t even seen her teeth! They simply distrusted strangers, she decided.
 
         At length she came to the mouth of a narrow alley. She heard singing and was drawn to it. A straggle of men and women stood around an open doorway. A rank, peculiar smell billowed out. It was an inn and the smell was beer, but Silka knew nothing of either. Her father had been a gin drinker. When he could afford it.
         
 
         “I’m sorry to bother you,” Silka began, approaching a man with his arm around the shoulders of a buxom woman with copper-coloured hair and a bloated, painted face. “Could you direct me to the road train, please.”
 
         The man and the woman stared at her for a moment then laughed. They called the others over and soon Silka was surrounded by people, grinning and staring and occasionally plucking at her clothes as though she was a great curiosity to them.
 
         “Where have you come from, my girl?” asked one man, running dirty fingers along the lapel of her frock coat.
 
         “From the north,” Silka replied. “My name is Silka MacAlindon and I am going to London to seek my true love. I am told I should use the road train. Could you direct me to the road train?”
 
         “Well, you’re a strange one,” said the painted woman. “London, indeed! I never did! And what’s with the clothes, dearie? You look neither one thing nor another! A little he-she, that’s what you are—and barefoot to boot.”
         
 
         There was more laughter and it sounded mocking to Silka and she did not much like it. She lost her temper a little.
 
         “I ate my father because he angered me,” she said quietly, looking hard at the woman. “But I would not eat you, woman, I think you would taste rank and rancid. I wouldn’t drink your blood if I was dying of thirst!”
 
         There was laughter at this as well, but it sounded more hesitant, and the painted woman did not laugh at all, but stared at Silka in astonishment. “Well, I never!” she declared at last. “What a thing to say. The saucy minx.”
 
         “I’ll box her ears!” announced the man at her side. “That’ll teach her to give cheek to her elders and betters.” 
         
 
         He squared up to Silka and was about to launch a blow at her—which may have been the last action he ever took in this world—when a loud voice sounded from beyond the boozy congregation.
 
         “What’s all this? Leave the girl alone!” A tall, wide-shouldered man pushed through the small throng. He had a rugged, handsome face and crinkly blue eyes. “Get inside, you blowsy good-for-nothings, before I take a piston rod to the lot of you.”
         
 
         Grumbling and muttering, the crowd slunk away through the doorway and Silka was left alone with the big man.
 
         “Don’t mind them, lass,” he said. “They don’t mean any harm.” He eyed her with a faint smile. “Now then, what’s your tale? You look no more than a child, despite wearing your father’s Sunday best. Off to London to find wealth and fame, are you?”
 
         Silka smiled cautiously at him, lips pressed together. “I am going to London, but not for wealth or fame.” She looked hopefully at him. “First I must find the road train that will take me there.”
 
         The man tapped his broad chest. “I’m Royston Hoof, I am—and I can tell you all there is to know about road trains, lass, if you’ve a mind.” His face opened up into a big friendly smile. “And how can that be, you’re asking yourself? It’s plain enough, lass. I drive one!”
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         The Marshalling Yard was huge under the cloud-clogged night sky. Great lamps shone down from tall posts set at intervals along the perimeter fence, smearing shadows in all directions.
 
         “We’re not allowed passengers,” Royston Hoof had told her as they had slipped together through a side gate in the high wire fence. “So keep quiet and out of sight till they’ve finished loading my train.” He had pointed to one of several vast dark iron snakes that stretched along the yard. “That’s the William Murdoch. My train. I’m going to leave you now. When you hear two blasts from the horn, you’ll know I’m good to go. Make your way quietly to the gateway yonder, and with luck, we’ll be on the road as sweet as a whistle.”
         
 
         He had left her and she had settled herself on a heap of plump sacks on a pallet in between two of the beaming lamps. The Marshalling Yard was a ferment of activity. Wheeled and tracked vehicles scampered and scurried here and there, laden with freight for the trains. Men laboured by the dozen, winding winches and hauling crates and swinging cranes as they filled the gaping mouths of the long string of black carriages attached to each of the rumbling and steaming road trains.
 
         The engines themselves were great snub-nosed machines, their backs higher than the rooftops of the nearby warehouses, squatting like immense fat black sows on rows of iron wheels, enveloped in veils of white steam, shuddering and grumbling as though eager to be on their way.
         
 
         Silka found the sight of them both exciting and scary. Less scary, though, when she saw Royston Hoof climbing up to the high cab that projected above the back of the engine of the William Murdoch. He looked tiny as he clambered into the cab, like a flea crawling into a dog’s ear.
         
 
         One by one the carriages of the William Murdoch were slammed closed and bolted. A jet of white steam spurted up. A moment later there was a haunting double hoot, deep and resonant. Silka got to her feet as she watched the road train begin to inch forward. More steam. Rumbling and roaring. The grind and clank of iron wheels on an iron floor.
         
 
         She slipped along the fence and watched the road train coming. She cringed a little as it ground past her, its wheels taller than her, the black bulk creeping alongside her like a moving mountain. She snatched at the lowest iron staple and hung on for grim life as her feet were whipped from under her. Steam eddied around her body, hot and wet. She climbed swiftly like a fly on a wall.
         
 
         Feeling a little dizzy, she came to the cab and dragged herself inside. Royston Hoof smiled at her and yanked on a chain. The horn let out three melancholic blasts.
 
         “All aboard who’s coming aboard,” Royston declared, pulling a lever that brought an iron shutter down over the entrance Silka had used. “Next stop, London Town.”
 
         The large black leather seat was easily wide enough to accommodate both Royston and Silka. She sat at his side, feeling the engine vibrating under her as he explained the banks of controls that spread in front of them.
 
         He spoke of running gears and of axel rods and driving wheels. He pointed to levers and treadles and knobs and triggers, explaining how they operated the tender’s conveyer belts, bringing coal to the fireboxes, and he pointed out more gauges and dials that showed the automated steam pressure and water levels in the storage tanks.
 
         And all the while that he spoke, she did her best to pay attention and nod and look like she understood even a shred of what he was telling her. And all the while, she had one eye cocked through the wide window above the bank of controls, seeing how the houses and factories of Scunthorpe flew by faster and ever faster as the road train gathered momentum and went roaring away into the night.
 
         “In the old days, there was always a crew of two on a road train,” Royston continued. “But then they automated this and mechanized that and pretty soon the machinery was doing half the work.” He cocked his head over his shoulder. “See the bunk bed? That was so that one man could catch a nap on longer journeys. Not needed now.” He smiled into her face. “Not while we’re on the road.”
         
 
         Soon, the thundering road train came out from under the ugly pall of Scunthorpe and Silka was delighted to see a wide starry sky spreading above them, hazed with white steam, of course, and made glorious and spectacular by sparks from the smokestack, looking like shooting stars spat out from the roaring belly of the beast.
 
         There was light enough for Silka to see the iron road that stretched out ahead of them across the rolling countryside. It was twenty feet wide and constructed of jointed slabs of black cast iron. It skirted the hills and vaulted valleys and rivers on high viaducts of wrought iron. Occasionally it would plunge into a black tunnel, and the darkness would roar and seethe and smoke would filter into the cab and all conversation would be rendered impossible.
 
         “What is that?” Silka asked, pointing to a flare of eerie blue light that whisked and wavered on a far hilltop ahead of them.
 
         “Do you not know, Silka?” Royston asked in obvious surprise. “Why, that’s Teslagraph, that is. Have you never seen it before?”
 
         “Never,” breathed Silka, enchanted and intrigued. As they closed in on the lights, she saw that they were atop a dark tower—the flaring electric-blue lights attached to the far ends of long moving arms. The four arms were in constant motion, spinning this way and that, leaving a bright blue stain in the air that shimmered and died, flared, shimmered and died. And far off, another set of lights swished and swept in the darkness. And another, and another, all across the countryside.
 
         “What are they for?” Silka asked.
 
         “They send messages,” said Royston, looking askance at her. “Silka? Where do you come from that you’ve never seen Teslagraph before?”
         
 
         “I would rather not speak of it,” Silka said. “It’s enough to say I will never go back there. My mother died giving birth to me, and my father … died … of … of sin. I have no one. I am going to London to find my true love.” She looked at him and smiled carefully. “And you are my friend for taking me there. My only friend.”
         
 
         “I hope I shall be, Silka,” said Royston. “I hope you’ll let me be a good friend to you. I truly do.”
 
         There was a slightly odd light in his eyes as he said this, but Silka decided it was just the reflections of the swirling blue Teslagraph and thought nothing more of it.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         The road train thundered on through the night, its plume of steam outdoing the clouds, its gush of sparks outshining the stars as it hammered its way down the spine of England. Silka became used to the noise and the endless vibration and she even dozed off.
 
         She awoke at the touch of a hand moving spiderlike on her thigh.
 
         She sat up from an unintentional sleep. Royston Hoof smiled at her and his hand was gone from her leg.
 
         “It’s almost dawn, sleepyhead,” Royston said. “We’ll be in London soon.” His eyes pierced her. “And how might you wish to recompense me for bringing you all this way, Silka?”
 
         She rubbed her eyes, trying to gather her drowsy wits. “I have no money,” she replied uneasily. “I have nothing.”
 
         His smile widened and he seemed heartily entertained by her. “I don’t want your money, my pretty,” he laughed. “And it’s not true to say you have nothing. You have something I would like very much indeed.” 
         
 
         Silka frowned at him. “And what might that be?”
 
         “The smile of a pretty girl,” said Royston Hoof, a thin white light coming into his eyes as the sun crept over the horizon and the shadows of night fled into the west. “I have kept the throttle on full all the way, and we’re an hour early. What say we stop for a while and …” he tipped his head toward the bunk bed behind the big leather seat, “… and you let me be your friend a while longer.”
 
         Oh, the wickedness and perfidy of the world! Would she never learn?
 
         “And if I say no?” Silka asked quietly.
 
         “I am stronger than you, my pretty.” His eyes hardened to blue diamond. “I will be your friend, Silka, whether you wish it or no. Did you not come to London to find true love? I’ll show it to you, by my lights, I will.”
 
         Silka lowered her head and for a moment her black hair fell over her face. She wasn’t afraid of him, but she was terribly disappointed.
 
         “You want a smile, do you?” she asked in a subdued voice. “A smile and a kiss?”
 
         “For starters,” said Royston Hoof.
 
         Silka lifted her face and the dark curtain of her hair was swept back as she spread her lips. “Then you shall have them!” she said. “You shall have them in abundance!”
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         It occurred to Silka that she might have been wiser to have let Royston Hoof bring the road train to a halt before the smile and the kiss. She stood in the cab, wiping her bloody mouth on her sleeve and watching the world flash past. They were climbing a long hillside into a dawn-white sky. The horizon was closing in on her and she had no idea how to stop the road train. 
         
 
         But she did remember the lever Royston had used to bring the shutter down over the entrance. She pushed it and heard it click and saw the slab of dark iron rise. More early light flooded the cab, turning the spilled blood to copper and making the train driver’s eyes glow with fake life.
 
         She moved to the entrance. The wind whipped her hair and tore at her clothes. The crest of the hill was fast approaching. She climbed down the ladder of iron hoops. Steam hissed at her and sparks flew past. At the side of the iron trackway, grass grew thick and lush.
 
         Silka hung for a moment then leaped. She hit the ground hard, rolling and rolling, her limbs tucked up as she bounced and bounded like a flung stone in the road train’s wake.
 
         She got to her feet, dizzy and aching. The last of the carriages were thundering past her; the front of the train had dipped over the breast of the hill.
 
         She jogged along the black iron track, smelling hot iron and coal dust and smoke.
 
         A wonderful sight met her eyes as she came to the hilltop. Nestled in a deep river-threaded valley, glowing like gold in the day’s early light, was a huge city of towers and spires and steeples and domes. And sailing gloriously above the town in skies of purest blue were a host of dirigibles and steam-balloons and airships and ornithopters, brightly coloured, trailing flags and pennants, shining in the new-risen sun and more miraculous and beautiful and alluring than Silka had ever dared to hope.
         
 
         “London Town!” she sighed, for truly the vision before her eyes could be none other.
 
         And as she stood there astounded and amazed and delighted and thrilled, the road train went thundering down the black iron track, gathering speed all the time, and with its dead driver at the helm. 
         
 
         PART THE THIRD
 
         Tobias Hart and the Beadle of Bow
 
         
Illustrated London News, 25 April:
         
 
         
            HORRIFIC ROAD TRAIN CRASH AT ST. PANCRAS
            
 
            A most terrible accident occurred on Friday last when the William Murdoch, a fully laden road train travelling overnight from Scunthorpe, dashed into St. Pancras Terminus in North London at high speed, smashing through the barriers and exploding, killing fourteen officers and workers and causing an extensive fire. The crash of the collision was heard throughout North London and the dreadful light of the resulting conflagration could be seen for many miles. The body of the driver, Mr. Royston Emanuel Hoof, an experienced road train engineer, was utterly destroyed in the disaster, and to date no explanation has been forthcoming with regards to how this terrible event could have come to pass.
            

         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         
London Times, 9 August:
         
 
         
            CANNIBALISTIC FIEND AT LARGE IN ROTHERHITHE 
            
 
            The police investigation of the deaths of up to fifteen male residents of the Rotherhithe area of London took a gruesome turn in the early hours of Monday morning when officers were called to an address in Stew Lane. The building was an abandoned warehouse from which strange-smelling smoke had been exuding for several days. Upon entering an upper room in the building, police officers were confronted by an appalling sight. The bodies of several men were found, hanging upside down over a low fire and engulfed in the rising smoke. Initial reports from the shaken officers suggested that the scene resembled nothing less than a food-curing smokehouse, and that the bodies appeared to be in the process of being prepared for consumption. The perpetrator of this abomination was not at the scene at the time of the police incursion, and although several officers secreted themselves in the building, he did not return.
            
 
            Although no proof has been forthcoming, the more sensational organs of the gutter press have already termed the killer “Jack the Kipper,” ghoulishly referencing the Whitechapel murders of the recent past.
            
 
            If these remains are indeed the work of the same cannibalistic killer whose fearful activities have blighted the streets of Rotherhithe over the summer months, then we urge the Beadle of Bow to redouble his efforts in capturing this fiend and bringing him to swift and final justice.
            

         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         “I have you this time, Toby Hart. I have you to the rightabouts, sure and simple!”
 
         The Beadle’s fruity voice, aggrandized to a bullish roar by a megaphone, reached Toby as he squatted precariously on the sloping rooftop. “Give yourself up, or face the consequences, Toby Hart. I will not warn you a second time!”
         
 
         Toby inched closer to the forty-foot drop and peered down into the dark alley. Large, tripod-mounted teslights beamed up at him, blue and eerie in the deep of the night. There had to be a dozen or more Runners down there with the dratted Beadle—and he guessed even more of the Bluebottles were probably already in the building, swarming up the stairs— cutting off his retreat.
 
         And all for a Kennedy’s pork pie.
 
         Toby licked his lips. It had almost been worth it. Almost.
 
         “Toby Hart, surrender yourself now!” 
         
 
         Toby leaned a little further over the edge. “I thought you weren’t going to warn me again,” he called down. “Make your mind up.” He could see the Beadle’s big tricorn hat of office, its silver badge shining in the electric blue light. He plucked a clod of muck from the gutter and slung it down.
 
         “Rats!” It missed the Beadle, splatting instead on the tunic of some lesser Runner.
 
         He heard a scraping noise at his back. He snapped his head around. The helmet, face and shoulders of a bearded Bluebottle were emerging through the skylight a little way up the roof. An arm came up and a blue spark flickered.
 
         The Bluebottle was armed with a vorpal lance. Nasty things. They could send lightning crackling through the air— accurate to twenty feet or more in experienced hands.
 
         The Bluebottle aimed the vorpal lance and a thin tongue of flickering blue-white electricity stabbed through the air. Toby flung himself flat and the searing lash of electricity exhausted itself a fraction above his head.
 
         Good. Now he had a short amount of time while the Bluebottle had to rewind the lance to recharge it. He saw the man’s arm working as he twisted the key. He heard the familiar clockwork whizzing noise.
 
         He got to his feet. He took three wobbly steps away from the edge of the roof, his eyes fixed on the guttering on the roof opposite. It was a long jump, but if he hesitated he might as well resign himself to a life chained up in the Floating Hulks—the prison dirigibles that hung like black-hearted storm clouds above the Thames Estuary—because that would be his only other option.
 
         “Don’t do it, lad!” he heard the Bluebottle call.
 
         “I think I will,” he shouted back.
 
         And then he did. His heart pounding, he bounded forward and leaped. For a long, long while he hung over fathoms of blue air, windmilling his arms, pedalling furiously with his feet, willing his thin body to keep moving forward.
         
 
         Then the far rooftop came smacking hard into his chest. He snatched at a rusty iron spike. He scrambled and scrabbled and somehow slithered up onto the roof. Through the ringing in his ears, he heard shouting and bellowing from below.
 
         He went up the slope of slate on all fours like a monkey. He straddled the spine of the roof, waved once to the infuriated Bluebottle behind him, then drew his trailing leg over and went racing off into the night, rooftop to rooftop, cupola to gable to parapet to peak, bounding away over the smoky roofscapes of London Town until all fear of capture was far behind him.
 
         Grinning to himself, he spotted a handy skylight, blinded by a century of grime. He took out his knife and prised it open. He could see nothing through the black hole. But he’d already faced down death and worse this night—what did he have to fear here?
 
         He lowered himself into the square hole. Finally he hung for a few moments by his fingers before releasing his grip and dropping into the dense darkness.
 
         It was not a long fall, and he landed, fortunately, on something soft.
 
         Or maybe not so fortunately.
 
         The soft thing let out a high-pitched yell and twisted under his feet, tossing him headlong to the floor and sending the knife spinning out of his hand. Something quick and lithe and very strong pinned him down. The narrow beam of a hand-held teslight burned into his face, making him blink and pull his head away from the sudden brightness.
         
 
         “I mean you no harm!” he choked, uncomfortably aware of a vice-like grip at his throat. “On my word!” 
         
 
         “Is that so?” said a sharp female voice. “And what if I mean harm to you?”
         
 
         Toby couldn’t see the face behind the teslight, but he saw the shadowed head dip toward his throat. He heard the girl sniffing him in a very similar way to how he had sniffed the Kennedy’s pork pie that he had so unwisely stolen only a few hours previously.
 
         That was disturbing in so many ways.
 
         “And are you tasty, boss?” asked the girl. “Is your blood sweet?”
 
         There was cold laughter and warm breath on his neck.
 
         And it was in this manner that Tobias Hart made first contact with the Cannibal Fiend of Rotherhithe.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         A rank smell filled Silka’s nostrils and she bridled back from the boy’s neck. If he tasted as bad as he smelled, she’d rather take a swig from a chamber pot!
 
         “Watt’s Wheels, but you stink.” she gasped, lifting her head and loosening her grip a fraction. “What is that foul reek?”
 
         “That’s low-tide Thames River mud, that is,” said the boy.
 
         “It’s putrid!” said Silka. “How do you bear it?”
 
         “With honour and fortitude!” replied the boy, and before she could make another move, he jerked his knees up, striking her hard in the stomach and sending her tumbling head over heels across the floor. The beam of her teslight swung wildly, flashing over peeling walls and a mould-encrusted ceiling, over bare rotten boards and over the bundle of ragged blankets upon which Silka had been sleeping.
 
         They were both on their feet and ready for combat in less time than it takes to tell. Silka held the teslight beam steadily on his face. A slither of blue light glinted in his fist. A knife. He was crouching, arms spread, watching her carefully. She had the feeling he would know how to defend himself if it came to a fight between them.
         
 
         “Were you going to bite me?” the boy asked.
 
         “What’s that to you?” Silka retorted.
 
         “A great deal, I’d say,” he responded. “I apologize if I frightened you, but I really meant no harm. It was all quite accidental, I assure you.”
 
         “Why did you attack me?” asked Silka. “Are you a Runner sent by the Beadle?” She narrowed her eyes. “You don’t look like a Runner.”
 
         “I’m no Bluebottle, I’ll have you know. I was in the act of escaping from them when I came upon you.” The boy sounded affronted, and she had to admit he did seem young to be a Runner—in fact, he seemed to be no older than her. His eyes narrowed calculatingly. “And why would the Beadle be sending Runners after you?” he asked slyly.
 
         “For that matter, why would he be sending them after you?” asked Silka.
         
 
         There was a pause, and she got the impression he was thinking hard. “Because I am the Cannibal Fiend of Rotherhithe,” he announced. “I kill people and I eat them. So you’d be wise to show me the door and let me go, before I feast on your flesh!”
 
         Silka gave a gasp. “You are not!” she declared. “That is such a colossal fib.”
         
 
         “And why are you so certain of that?” the boy asked. “Anyone would think …” His voice trailed off. “Oh,” he said, as though enlightenment had struck him hard between the eyes. “Ohhh …”
 
         There was a protracted silence between them.
 
         “My name is Tobias Hart,” the boy said at last. “Toby to friends and enemies alike. I’m a Thames Mudlark, and I can assure you I taste as bad as I smell.” 
         
 
         “Silka MacAlindon,” Silka replied, bobbing her head politely.
 
         “The Cannibal Fiend of Rotherhithe?”
 
         Silka gave a great sigh. “Apparently so,” she said. “But in  my own defence, I have eaten almost no one who didn’t  deserve it.” She peered into the boy’s bright eyes, shining as  blue as sapphire in the teslight beam. “And I have to tell you  that I am very disappointed in London Town. The streets are  most certainly not made of gold—and I have come nowhere  close to finding my true love!”
 
         There was another pensive silence. “Do you dine exclusively  on men?” Toby asked. He slid a hand into some pocket  in his clothing and drew out a wedge of pie. “Kennedy’s make  the best pork pies in London,” he said, holding out the  portion of pie on the flat of his hand. “Try it. It’ll taste better  than me by far.”
         
 
         Silka edged toward him and snatched the pie out of his  hand.
 
         She sat back on her heels and bit into the pie. She chewed  thoughtfully.
 
         “Well?” Toby asked.
 
         “Somewhat bland,” said Silka. “But pleasant enough in its  way.” She eyed him. “What is a Thames Mudlark?”
 
         Toby grinned a wide, rascally grin. “We’re the lowest of  the low, the outcasts of the gutters, the sewer rats, pickpockets,  cutthroats and thieves. And I’m one of the best, I am. The fat  old Beadle of Bow has been after me for years, but he’s never  caught me yet. And he never will.” He cocked his head like a  curious bird. “And what’s your story, Silka MacAlindon? Who  ever told you the streets of London were paved with gold?”
 
         “My father did, the big liar,” said Silka.
 
         “You should pay him back for putting such falsehoods into  your head!”
 
         “I already have.” 
         
 
         “I see,” said Toby, and he sounded as if he entirely understood what she meant. “And what about your true love? Does he have a name?”
 
         She frowned at him. “What do you mean?”
 
         “What is the name of the man you love? Surely he has a name?”
 
         “You’re talking nonsense,” snapped Silka. “My true love is not a person. Why would you think that?”
 
         “If not a man, then what?” Toby asked.
 
         Silka lowered her head. “I don’t know,” she said.
 
         “Ahhh,” said Toby, very quietly. “Ahhh …”
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         The two young outcasts sat silently at opposite ends of the small shabby attic as the light of dawn began to filter down through the skylight. There were no windows, and the angles of the roof pressed the walls in. A small door crouched under the sloping ceiling.
 
         Silka and Toby eyed each other with wary interest, sensing some affinity between them—understanding instinctively that they both walked a dangerous and dark path. Then Toby pocketed his knife and Silka switched off her teslight and let herself relax a little.
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