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        “As befits steampunk, Law fills the pages with exciting gear action and fashion...His prose includes some brilliant descriptions including the opening sentence: ‘A black murder rose from the wound of a cliff’.”

        - Publisher’s Weekly

      

        

      
        “Adventure is what I expected going into this book, and adventure is what I got. The atmosphere was entrancing, the airships were captivating, the action was spot on. I can’t wait to see what the author has in store for us next!”

        - Mystery Author, M. W. Griffith

      

        

      
        “A different take on the steampunk genre. Most stories tend to explore the contraptions invented had the Industrial Revolution taken a different path, and the world remained stuck in the Victorian Era. Using Mark Twain as a pivotal character will likely bring about a chuckle or two.”

        - M. P. Ceja, InD’Tale Magazine

      

        

      
        “It's a fun story about a diverse group who comes together to save the world, something we've seen many times, but what sets this story apart is the quality of the writing- great dialogue, cool world building and wonderful characters, especially the women. Rosa and Vanessa are prickly, strong, smart, and capable, and couldn't be more different from one another. No damsels in distress in this Pirate story, I loved those ladies.”

        - GoodReads Reviewer

      

        

      
        “The characterization of the four main characters is exceptionally well done. The plot is a weave of two quests. The first is to find out who is stealing famous landmarks like Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower, and of course to fight them and thus return the landmarks. The second is to find Albion’s mentor, Captain Sam Clemens, and resolve the issues that caused their separation. The fantasy elements were quite interesting and the author has been very creative.”

        - ARC Reviewer
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        In the wilds of America, Vanessa Hargreaves finds herself up to her corset in trouble.

      

        

      
        Her investigation stymied by monstrous horrors, the Inspector continues to carry the deadly Cook plague away from villains unknown. Traveling with her automata Alphonse, she doesn't know can't tell if she's running from the steaming, lurching giants at her heels or her guilt at putting her loved ones in danger. From deadly circus side shows to a ghostly train that seems to have a life of its own, the very land of the new world seems to be attempting to thwart her at every turn.

      

        

      
        The American heartland is rife with strange, wondrous, dangerous oddities of its own, challenging her convictions and her very service to her Queen. Loyalties and regrets will become the least of her worries as titanic forces are mustering, from ghost trains to air pirates, to bring her great American adventure to an untimely end. 
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          A Picture House Scene

        

      

    

    
      A black murder rose from the wound of a cliff, a bloodstain against the royal purple of the lavender meadow. Moments later their alarm was justified by a whistle howling through the valley, long and low.

      It rumbled the hill burrows and shook a family of foxes from their hole. Critters scattered through the night. Crows swooped, gathering in an ominous, squawking cloud, their congress interrupted. They hovered over the cliffs, waiting—they knew this sound, this rumble that meant a wall of iron was about to come barreling across the gap. Sometimes, it would leave behind an unlucky something for breakfast.

      And then the train was upon them, a hellish clatter, a tempest of wind-scored iron. For a moment the skin of the night was given a necklace of shimmering fire, the valley lit by a glittering arc from one sheer cliff side to the other as the train crossed the trellis bridge. The wind tore ahead of it and in its passing the old steel shook with uncommon speed. The foxes fled in terror. The murder, buffeted by the wind, tumbled headlong through the air.

      In the train’s wake an inky patch followed, flowing across the flowers, a soundless shadow upon the ground.

      Past the valley, the train screamed through a countryside far too open to feel safe. She was fleeing something, her engine pumping away at her gilded baroque flanks. Her engines sighed and groaned through three big pairs of boxy vents in her sides. Her cars rattled and tipped as she raced. Pistons blurred. Still the shadow followed, eating up the tracks, flowing over the caboose with its oblivious diners inside. One man shuddered over his Lobster Thermidor, feeling a chill.

      The shadow nibbled on the coach, and as if making up its mind, surged forward as a black patch against the gilt and glimmering passenger cars. It ignored the third, the second, and even the first class passengers, aiming for the car just behind the sleek black of the hopper car, studded with glowing coppertop fuel pods.

      The meager light made the black seem to grow deeper, the shadow larger, until all of a sudden it wasn’t a shadow anymore but claws of night reaching from a vast storm cloud hovering over the train.  There came a pop and a hiss. Two smaller shadows detached from the cloud and came spinning down, leaves on the wind. The car below took their landing harshly—they had barely been introduced. It shook from side to side, its protest rattling its way down the train. But the train’s visitors paid it no mind, digging their stormy claws deep into their prey. Shudders rocked the cars as their teeth bit deep, exposing the innards to the wind.

      There came a flash of light, and the shadows glowed for a millionth of a second. One of the passengers had leaned out to use a photogrammer, hoping to catch a shot of the thing shaking the cars. In the next second, the hand-held bauble was gone, snatched away by the roaring wind, but not before it illuminated a lumbering and grasping thing as tall as a house: shapes of yellow and black, glistening brass tubes, exposed, rotating gears.

      Eldritch fingers dipped into the ragged roof of the train car. Secondary flares shot into the night, tiny suns lighting spots on the train car. Silhouettes, shadow-puppets suddenly lit in gun flashes too small to see anything by. A horrible shape, like a mangled starfish, tumbled headlong to the tracks as a shot rang out: a man tumbling from the roof. Heavy shudders shook the train, sparks of metal clashing with metal. The train’s vents erupted with fire. A great red hand hung in the air, its fingers opening, descending.

      And as suddenly as they had come, the shadows were gone. The gunfire stopped. The engine rumbled on, perhaps half as anxiously as before, its whistle still sounding through the night, its proud flanks scarred and pocked by the grasp of alien hands.
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          The Chambermaid of Scotland Yard

        

      

    

    
      Inspector Vanessa Hargreaves sighed, fidgeting at her Norwegian pine desk. Her straight-backed chair made an easy scapegoat for her discomfort. Eventually she picked up a lighter from one of the bundles of notes and photograms spread over the otherwise-neat workspace. It was one of the old flint wheel ones with a wick, none of the newfangled liquid apertures, and it caught every time. With her other hand, she held the letter out and watched as the open flame lapped up the sparse words.

      Sorry, Vanessa, you’re beautiful and a wicked good time, but I can’t wait for you forever. I’ll remember our night in Dover, how beautiful you looked silhouetted against the sunset, the smoke of the rail and the surf on our toes.

      Affectionately, Martin.

      Her stomach gurgled, painfully. Bad beef? Not likely.

      She’d absconded from seeing Martin four times—twice for work, once for her ward, and the last because she couldn’t bear to tell him the experience was par for the course. He ought to write a book about it: Seeing Vanessa Hargreaves, a Fruitless, Lonely Endeavor. Martin was a good-looking one, too, just an inch shorter, so she was always looking into his mussed night-clerk hair. A good shag.

      Worse still, he had been nice.

      She simply hadn’t the time. Two days without sleep left her arms slack in their white cotton sleeves and her stomach prone to upset. Her office was small, and shelves of intelligence and constables’ reports crowded in on either elbow. By the light of her wall lamp, her flaxen strands glimmered where they escaped her neat bun. Her corset’s cheap stays dug into her back, even though she’d made it a point of fashion and progressivism to wear it on the outside, loose enough so she could avoid a stabbing if she saw one coming. Work was a weight that wrung the blood from her brow, but not one she could easily place aside.

      The ghosts of profanity constantly haunted her lips. But she just let the flames lick closer and closer until the bite touched her copper rings. Then she opened her hand and let the wisp be sucked out the window.

      The only consolation was the view. Victoria Embankment was a bustle of steaming hansoms, their lights rivaled by the boats on the Thames and the zeppelins drifting by overhead. Sometimes Hargreaves liked to sit on the benches and watch ladies and good-looking gentlemen come drifting by, cycling in the brisk evening. But not tonight. Tonight’s entertainment consisted of overdue reports and a plethora of cases. She picked at them halfheartedly. As true night came to the streets below rattling traps and horse-drawn carriages replaced the cycling folk. The steam engine and clocked equine were the preferred mode of travel; they were symbols of wealth and power clopping past on steel hooves, their flanks liveried to match their owners’ elegant greatcoats and modish bustles. Night blurred all the handsome lines of the vessels now, and every conveyance glittered, a constellation of gliding stars.

      After five minutes, she cast aside the report with a sigh of frustration. She didn’t care what people called them, automata, gears, or steam golems, to her they still looked like Mordemere’s terrible kobolds, with their scissor claws.

      Hargreaves’ thoughts drifted back to her adventure on the Huckleberry, together with the reckless Albion Clemens. Apart from a chance sighting in the paper, she hadn’t seen any of them since. Just as well—their airship had flown under no banner, which made all of them pirates. If they hadn’t also saved all of Europe, the crew would have been liable to be hanged, despite their status as cult heroes in the back rooms of pubs, picture houses, and penny dreadfuls. They had stopped a madman from… what exactly? Hargreaves wasn’t sure. Destroying the world? From the reports scattered before her, the world had not changed an iota. Far from being saved, it seemed the world was having a grand old time destroying itself.

      It had only been two years. It was two years since steamcraft mogul Valima Mordemere opened the door to a Copernican revolution. Though Mordemere’s magical machine, the Nidhogg, had been lost over Eastern Europe, the alchemic madman had already sold a number of weapons to the militaristic Ottoman Empire. Much reduced by the advent of airships choking their trade, the former crossroads empire was mustering to retake its former glory. The Knights of the Round were Pax Britannia’s only edge. Still, Her Majesty would have to prepare for things to go pear-shaped.

      The blueprints of Mordemere’s clanker armor, his kobolds, and various other strange inventions were on file in his old atelier in Leyland, and her boys were making a killing from the shadow of the Ottomans looming over the horizon. In the London Times at her elbow, Vanessa Hargreaves could just make out the adverts for Doctor Adams’ Miraculous Fuel Additive and Professor Dahl’s Spectacular Coal-Saving Spirits. She threw the paper aside, only for it to land with Elric Blair’s latest novella glaring at her from an ad. The air pirates were up to their old tricks, it seemed.

      In a word, the world was changing. People were finally selling their horses and filling their stables with clean-puffing sedans and mild-mannered steel steeds. London’s air was cleaner than it ever had been, but it was not without a cost. The coming of the automata reminded everyone the wonders at hand were wartime steamcraft. Those iron giants, two stories tall and fearsomely strong, were essential to the rebuilding of Westminster and the other parts of Europe devastated by Mordemere. With them lumbering about even in civilian capitals, it was believed the Ottomans dared not infringe on the West.

      The automata were also a double-edged sword. Clever criminals could overpower the Metropolitan Police Service simply by possessing one of these large, powerful machines.  Despite the Ministry of the Interior’s adamant insistence on strict controls, one Leyland automata had already been involved in a sensational robbery. Highgate Bank’s steel vault had been emptied a month ago, the culprit making off with more than a hundred thousand pounds of notes and coin. The Highgate bank job had been done with punctures of the vault’s hinges, then ripped away with incredible force. It was an unprecedented and hence unprepared-for event. Constables arriving on scene reported the managers simply stood there, staring in a befuddled manner at their impenetrable steel door lying on the bank’s marble floor like a crumpled toffee wrapper.

      Hargreaves drank deeply of her cold tea. It helped, but not by much. The night was muggy, the beautiful metropolitan cityscape in a Turkish bath. Sweat dripped down her graceful neck and pooled unladylike in her bosom, steaming up the new badge at her shirt pocket—the badge that read Scotland Yard, Metropolitan Division Six.

      “Your Majesty, Your Majesty, Your bloody Majesty,” Hargreaves blasphemed casually, a daughter bemoaning a mother popular at the pub.

      The fact of the matter was, Her Majesty Queen Alexandrina Edwardia Victoria III was directly responsible for the mountain of work all about Hargreaves. The queen had commissioned MD6 after the Calamity Over Europe to address steamcraft crime. What it meant, in practice, was Hargreaves had become the chambermaid of Scotland Yard. Whatever refuse the other units could connect with a newfangled steam engine or automata misuse was directed to her for disposal. Every cuckoo clock that sprung into someone’s eye was shoved at MD6. It was all she could do to document the cases, and dole out what enforcement she could under the sorely lacking framework of British law. If she could just hang one perpetrator, she would feel a bit better about her job.

      A pile of documents shifted on her desk, and Hargreaves pounced on the stack of criminal case files to keep them from toppling. When they were straightened again, a fresh London Times article lay revealed, earmarked that very morning. She cursed—this should have been brought to her attention right away.

      The story read: Witnesses at Paddington reported the arrival of the ten-thirty Montmartre Express, a fifteen-car passenger train from Paris, sans one car. When the Gallic engine glided through the glass-and-iron wall of the station, only the platform and wheels remained of a missing car, leaving a gap where Scotland Yard’s vigilance ought have been.

      “My word, what a lashing,” Hargreaves sighed. It represented an odious amount of monetary damages, and bore all the marks of a golem crime. The French insurance companies had been quick to pay, but not without a smirk tangible in their telegraphed paperwork. France did not as yet possess automata craftsmen, although their engines were excellent for the purpose. The spite was thicker than Vacherin Mont D’or.

      Unfortunately the case would have to wait—it was too late to call on Temple Mills, where the victimized engine had been sent. Suddenly aware of the dwindling embers, the inspector yearned for a comfortable fire. Perhaps a good book to take her mind off the case. Thankfully, there was something almost as good nearby, so she grabbed her riding coat and goggles to go to it.

      Stepping into the smoothly tiled, utilitarian corridors of the Yard, she took the back stair and descended into the bowels of the building. The smoothly plastered walls became raw iron pilings and mortared brick. Damp dripped from every crack in the wall. This close to the Thames, it could not be helped. The training rooms were down here. With guilt, she remembered she hadn’t been keeping up with her judo instructor’s sparring sessions.

      Past the padded practice rooms and locker areas, she finally reached her destination. Hargreaves breathed deeply. The scent of lift compound took her back to the refreshing showers aboard the Huckleberry. Camouflaged behind an old archive door, Scotland Yard had secretly hollowed out two levels of concrete and pipe. Some cheeky monkey had scribbled “You Must Be” on the office’s temporary window plaque, over the mysterious anagram:

      M.A.D.

      The inspector turned the tumblers to the clockworked lock, and opened the door to the cellar rooms.

      “Oy, don’t you be standin’ there, lass!”

      Hargreaves had to duck and roll in perfect, Yard-trained form, over her shoulder so her corset didn’t break her back. Just in time—something enormous buried itself into the wall behind her. . For one madcap moment she wondered who had let a freight train into her department. But that notion dissipated as a cloud of mortar and dust blossomed, glinting here and there with the touch of chrome.

      “Cid!” Hargreaves shouted, but the grizzled figure stuffed in a set of work overalls was already bumbling over to the disheveled inspector.

      “I was just patching her fanny and she up and waltzed away from me, Inspector. Blasted heap of junk,” the gruff old mechanic said, one thick hand massaging away a stitch in his side. He looked through a dense, salty beard and tinted goggles to behold a foot-long wrench in his other hand, as if he had forgotten to put it down. “These tinkers think they’ve the measure of Mordemere, and stuck all sorts of rubbish in this big fella. The madman’s forgotten more than they ever knew!”

      “Peace, Tanner, peace,” the inspector soothed. She gently nudged the aged mechanic away from the twitching piece of machinery embedded in the cinder wall. Two stories of whistling, hissing steamworks continued to scrape green paint and sparks from itself until, quite suddenly, a billowing cloud of steam vented into the lofty chamber. The titan ground itself to a halt, one steel claw coming to rest against the wall.

      “From the case on Friday?” the inspector asked. “I thought we were scrapping it for parts.”

      “We were, Maman, only Hallow saw ze big one had a tougher chassis.”

      The explanation came from behind Hargreaves, in the form of a raven-haired youth in dirty work clothes. Her grubby linen skirt ended at the knees, where slender copper sculpture took over for the girl’s shins. In places, Hargreaves could see completely through the tubing and fluted metal. Even after two years, she sometimes caught herself staring at the slender French girl, thinking about the day she pulled Cezette Louissaint from the belly of an abomination.

      Cezette had been reborn covered in ichor and maimed from the knees down. She had been small, seeming at first to be no more than nine or ten, but after two years of decent food and clean baths, the girl had blossomed into a young woman, and now looked closer to fifteen or sixteen. If asked, the girl couldn’t tell for sure. She had spent too long locked away before her transformation to know.

      Cezette did not seem to mind her predicament. If anything, she was fond of showing off her clockwork legs with elaborate ballet extensions and pirouettes, albeit only to the crew down in this garage. There was a necessity to sequester Cezette underneath Scotland Yard and off the London streets, lest she be kidnapped for her beautiful new limbs. Steamcrafts were worth a lot in money and innovation these days. Cezette had taken this isolation in stride, but sometimes Hargreaves felt she was stifling the young lady. Besides the regular tutoring Hargreaves provided, Cezette expressed a distinct interest in automata. In that spirit the inspector had arranged a place for her in M.A.D. working with the best mechanic Hargreaves had ever known. The girl had taken to the machinery like a duck to water.

      “I did try to stop the child and madman,” said a reedy male voice joining the discussion. “But I think I set them off instead.” The pasty complexion of Jean Hallow appeared like a ghost out of the cavernous dark. Born of an Englishman and some species of white bread, he seemed indigenous to the caves, part of it.

      Hargreaves had found Jean in a dusty records room. She had been investigating a larceny case at the start of her new appointment. Jean Hallow had, uncannily, produced a trio of unsolved robbery cases off the top of his head. From those files they had deduced the locked room cases had been accomplished through the strategic deployment of street urchins, not some elaborate engine or apparatus. They fit much better through the chimneys, were cheaper to acquire, and were easily replaced when they died of groin growths.

      Hargreaves had requisitioned Jean Hallow’s service at her earliest convenience. With one of the Yard’s difference engines at his disposal, the archivist was invaluable at staying on top of the endless stream of rubbish from the other offices. Invaluable, if a bit private. Hargreaves did not care to pry into the man’s affairs. He had plenty to teach Cezette and that was all that mattered.

      Hargreaves constantly found herself grinning at the motley crew. Cezette Louissaint, Cid Tanner, Jean Hallow. Here was the Yard’s newest section, the Mobile Automata Division, tasked with maintaining and deploying heavy steam support to MD6. Despite the overwhelming necessity for automata in all sections, the top brass had deemed the entire department Hargreaves’ jurisdiction, deferring to Her Majesty’s judgment.

      “What have I said about firing up the gears when I’m not around? You lot are lucky it’s one in the morning, or I’d have the Commissioner down here cracking some heads. Bloody great shock, you’d think it were Mordemere back from the dead!” shouted Hargreaves. She breathed deeply, trying to slow her heart. Her aitches were showing. Her stomach twitched, unsettled.

      “Sorry, Maman,” Cezette said sheepishly. “But there’s so little to do ’ere! Jean brings me all ze books I want, but it is très difficile to be not two blocks from la bibliothèque. If I were allowed to stroll Hyde Park I might not feel so… existential!”

      “Good word,” said Hallow, but quickly turned away when Hargreaves shot daggers out of her eyes.

      Cezette’s tutor was right to feel proud, but Hargreaves didn’t need his cheek. Besides, she felt guilty about not being able to allow the youth to wander just anywhere due to her valuable legs. Cezette had been under the thrall of the alchemic madman Mordemere. Who knew what secrets still lay beneath her skin, behind her eyes? M.A.D. seemed as good a place as any for the precocious child. At any rate the automata kept her stimulated… It was a costly diversion, Hargreaves saw now, but she didn’t have a better answer for her ward yet.

      “Just… don’t do it again,” said Hargreaves, a bit limply.

      “Mon Dieu! Je m’ennuve!” Cezette cried, and stomped off in a metallic huff.

      “And you, Jean, you should have known better,” Hargreaves finished, conveniently turning her ire on the pale figure still lurking about the gear bay.

      “I did know better,” Jean managed, “but I am afraid our little Cezette is still afraid of the deeper tunnels, where the automata would do no harm.”

      “C’est where you keep your logic engines.” Cezette whirled, mounting a protest. “Who knows when it will be logical to murder me in some dark corner?”

      “M.A.D. is already taking heavy flak for our huge independent budget. Sanctioned by the queen or no, I don’t want to pay for knocking down Scotland Yard,” Hargreaves continued, walking past Cid, Cezette, and Hallow. Her diversion from the office was certainly working. “I’ll be just an hour or two. Please keep this place shipshape while I’m gone.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” came a chorus of voices. The inspector sighed.

      Hargreaves’ heels clicked neatly on the utilitarian concrete, echoing down the tunnel. She left the main headquarters under Scotland Yard, passing through where Hallow had just entered. Her hearty crew had given her more reason to vent.

      When Hargreaves commissioned this MD6 headquarters, she didn’t have much choice in the location. With the airways taken up by the Royal Navy, and the various crooked streets of London unsuitable even for some horse-and-fours, there was only one way of deploying her forces into the city swiftly—the underground tunnels. Some twenty kilometers of unused, often undocumented, sunken rail passages made the perfect conduit for their operations. Moving a couple of tons of steaming steel from Victoria Embankment to Dartford took only twenty minutes. Not to mention, there were other fringe benefits.

      “Alphonse tonight, Maman?” Cezette asked as Hargreaves approached the hangars sunken into the tunnel sides. The little mechanical ballerina had not made a sound, but Hargreaves was becoming accustomed to the prosthetic legs working a little too well. She would rather the girl walk silently than not walk at all. Sneaking up behind her was just Cezette being precocious.

      “It’s the Gaelic-Seven,” Hargreaves said, “not Alphonse.”

      “Shh! He’ll hear!”

      “Hell’s bells! Yes, Cezette, I’ll have Alphonse tonight. Take your things,” Hargreaves said. “I’ll give you a ride home.”

      “Maman, I will take ze velocipede,” Cezette said. “Tolstoy needs fixing.”

      “You’ll come along in an hour, or you’ll not get any dinner,” said Hargreaves. She much preferred discipline to talks about school. She hadn’t much experience as a mother, but she remembered her own youth. Structure and order, that was the trick. That had gotten her through Maple Cross, that and the Yard’s strict programme of training.

      Now, though, the inspector tried to hide her disappointment as Cezette turned on her heel and trotted back the way she had come. The townhouse tended to get lonely with just the landlady for company.

      She rounded the corner at bay number seven. A heavy switch allowed arc floodlamps to reveal the chrome metal of Alphonse standing at attention, waiting for her patiently in a cradle of wrought iron. The cockpit was set in the chest cavity, behind a thick chest plate enameled with St. George’s cross. She could see from the hollow of the neck, under the chevron plate of Alphonse’s helm. A stechhelm, or frog’s head, squatted over the huge shoulders.

      “Right,” the inspector said. She climbed the short flight of stairs in the hangar and jumped into her familiar seat aboard the Gaelic-Seven. After she trod on the starter of the ten-foot-high automata, the pressurized furnace caught with a pop.

      Satisfied no prying eyes were about, Hargreaves gave the control surfaces a loving stroke. The machine made her feel comfortable, protected, in control. Thick hoses connected to the Yard’s boiler rooms infused the automata with piping-hot water. The pulse of the metal made it seem almost alive. With the Tesla lamps glinting off the unicorns and lions emblazoned on his pauldrons, Gaelic-Seven always seemed to resemble a large ogre dressed as a knight. Tonight, however, Alphonse was not on a mission of battle, but of escort—he was Hargreaves’ dance partner for the evening.

      “Allons-y, Alphonse!” Hargreaves sang along to the hum of the gear’s movements. She was trying out something from a recent picture-house feature, quite a silly piece—something to do with time travel. Tommyrot, of course, but she quite fancied the hero. She was halfway out the door before the realization hit her.

      “Bollocks, now that imp’s got me calling you Alphonse,” she cursed into the wind. She would have to correct herself on her way to the crime scene tomorrow.
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      Assault at Temple Mills

      

      Morning sunshine basted the machinery cathedral of Temple Mills Rail Depot. Every coal mote lit up in the beams. Vanessa Hargreaves stood slack-jawed.

      The inspector was not a fanatic of dirigibles like Rosa Marija nor an admirer of road engines like Albion Clemens, but she was a British woman, born and bred. Her love of trains had been put into her by rattling tracks, clean steam, and station teashops. Those sensations always meant a trip to Brighton Beach, or a visit into London. Decades of post-war propaganda infused Britain’s superiority in every rivet, and the romance of travel was lacquered into smoothly appointed rail cars. Initiation into the Metropolitan Police Service had further strengthened her love of locomotives. The railroads were the pride of Queen and Country, and thus, the secret pride of Vanessa Hargreaves.

      Temple Mills dwarfed anything Hargreaves had ever seen. The old water mill, she had been told, originally housed eight train-roads, but these had been long since expanded. Pipes were laid, track set, the wrought iron sculpted into trefoils, escutcheons, Neo-Victorian shapes. On either side of the entrance stood a brace of statues, one of a young, battle-ready Athena, clutching a spear and a round aegis painted with the Union Flag. The other was Hermes in flight, god of travelers. The Knights Templar who originally owned the mill would have balked at the grandeur, or taken it for granted—they were imperialists, after all.

      Inside, tracks threaded in from the expanse of yard, feeding up, down, and through the five stories of sturdy masonry. Locomotives were everywhere Vanessa cared to look, triple-deep and parked on vertical rotaries, like gun chambers loaded with comfort and fine dining. Chained to enormous pistons, the rotaries shunted each car, track and all, through three levels of the building. Their idling boilers filled the enormous space with a stifling wet heat, and a pervasive smell of soot.

      Outside, Alphonse sat gleaming, an Olympian cousin to these steel titans. Parked immediately before him, just inside the entrance, was a shining Pullman sleeper car, a true George Pullman, no doubt shipped at great cost from America. The dull red paint made for running the great desert expanses of the American southwest had begun to discolor in the English damp, peeling in great swatches as the stuff shrank and pulled away from the metal. On the same rotary, a little to the right and above the car was a second sleeper, an English Barclay in comforting green. Directly below that was a squat caboose, shorter by half and sharing the rotary slot with a diner car.

      “If you look to the front of that rotary, you’ll see the Fenchurch Flyer herself,” came a voice from behind Vanessa Hargreaves.

      She turned to behold a greasy mechanic as different from M.A.D.’s Cid Tanner as could be. Hargreaves had first met the pirate shipwright aboard Albion’s Huckleberry. Naturally, she thought all engineers were old, crotchety, or some combination thereof. Far from stopping her poaching him, those qualities had been a comfort when Tanner decided to accompany Cezette to London.

      This mechanic was shaggy, young, and tanned despite the English sunshine. Best of all, he seemed unfazed that Hargreaves was out and about without a chaperone. England was being pushed away from such restrictive customs by the young, charismatic queen, but the old vestiges remained in places.

      “Pardon me, I must have startled you,” this man now said in a perfect, nondescript accent. Hargreaves recognized it as a distinct sound, as regular as the broadwaves’ or picture house announcers’. Of course, a naturalized Moor, she decided, having not settled on his specific origin. It did not seem polite to ask upon first meeting—some traditions were worth keeping over others.

      “No pardons necessary. I was clearly admiring the Flyer, and appreciate the introduction,” Hargreaves said.

      “I’m the foreman, Thomas El-Nevazar. We are about to line up the formation now, if you would like to watch.” The foreman, apparent because of the whistle he now blew, signaled the operation to begin. Hargreaves became transfixed.

      Before her eyes, the rotary began to spin laterally, with great ratcheting sounds that reminded her of Alphonse’s lumbering bulk. Whole sections of track rotated before her, carrying their seemingly monumental loads of cars. As each car was lined up and hitched behind the golden chrome of the Fenchurch Flyer, a block of tackle and chain as large as her waist drew the engine forward, slowly building the train as easily as a child might connect a model railroad. The mechanism allowed any car to be separated from the series for service, without the cumbersome rail switching she normally associated with these operations. The Flyer slid smoothly forward, through the cathedral formed by a trellis of steel columns.

      “Oh, bravo!” Vanessa cried. The Fenchurch Flyer sat gently puffing on the rails, like some great, golden, benevolent serpent.

      “Thank you, Miss….”

      “Inspector,” Hargreaves automatically corrected, but toned down the edge she normally used for the uniformed constables. “Vanessa Hargreaves.”

      “Here about the Montmartre Express,” El-Nevazar said, “we’ve had a flock of constables survey the bloody thing already. One more pretty one wouldn’t hurt. The baggage car’s parked in the back.”

      Separated from the train proper, the damaged baggage car was not on a rotary, but had been moved to a quiet corner of the depot. The little platform stripped of walls and roof looked naked and sad to Hargreaves’ eyes. According to the report, what baggage remained had been sent to its owners, and now only shredded fragments of sheet metal and strangely intact wheels were left of the once-handsome car.

      Hargreaves touched the jagged, saw-toothed edge of the destruction and was reminded of the Highgate bank job. The steel had been crumpled like tissue paper.

      “Definitely automata,” she whispered. She cursed the constables who were more concerned with relaying baggage than they were with the case. In doing so, they had removed valuable evidence, leaving Hargreaves in the dark. Not a clue remained to her eye.

      Yet, that was why she had called Arturo C. Adler, wasn’t it?

      “A bat could see it was the work of a steel golem, my dear Inspector,” came the piercing, high-flown voice. On cue. Most irritating. Hargreaves pinpointed the source of the annoyance below her, and spotted the young detective wriggling out from a maintenance ditch underneath the baggage car. Startled, she nevertheless suppressed the urge to squeal. Instead, she merely stepped back so he could not see the color of her knickers.

      “How can you see anything from that hole?” she shot back gamely.

      Arturo straightened up before replying. It was a dubious process that involved brushing down layers of scalloped linen sleeves threatening to drown his loud purple vest. Impressively, not a drop of grease clung to the cumbersome garment, but he did spend an inordinate amount of time brushing a bluish dust from one sleeve. A lens, disguised as a monocle, hung from his breast pocket, and a bong hung on his belt loop. None of it was as flashy as Arturo’s hair, a shock of platinum that veered back in a series of hard spikes. The color was a recent affectation he would grow out of in a week or two. Hargreaves spotted his green greatcoat slung on a nearby rail, itself a shimmering double-breasted horror, and threw it over to him.

      “My regrets that you are late, Inspector,” Arturo said nonchalantly as he drew the sleeves over his shirt. Now, he looked merely eccentric, like a Roman candle caught in a bottle. He drew an intricately cast pocket-watch from the folds of sleeve vomiting from the coat. “Your telegram did say nine in the morning, but it cannot be helped. Scotland Yard is quite a ways from Newham.”

      “How did you….” Vanessa began, instantly regretting it. Her jaunt on Alphonse had not cleared her mind of the Montemarte case, and she had ended up collapsed atop a newsprint headline, “Temple Mills,” triple-underlined, in her office.

      “That you slept last night in your office? Your corset laces are drawn four millimeters too tight, a desperate attempt both to straighten your skirt and to hide the deplorable condition of your blouse. Your boots, though tasteful, are practical, flat, and scuffed, with secure buckles in lieu of laces, all signs they are part of your professional wear. Tweed coat still has some crumbs on it, Mr. Sanders’ Pork Pie from his cart on the embankment if I’m not mistaken. I have written a monograph on the types of street food detritus commonly found in London, you know….”

      Hargreaves touched her hat impatiently, which only let Arturo continue his deduction. It didn’t escape her that Arturo had left the hat alone in his verbal skewering—it was a felt top hat that accented her hair perfectly.

      “Most damning, your hair is dry and your skin dark under the eyes, a trait shared by those cursed to sleep on the planks they call cots in the Yard’s vernacular. Please do not test me, Vanessa Hargreaves,” Arturo quipped smugly. “If you’d like a demonstration, I can shed some light on this ruin of a train car that seems to have stumped you so royally. That is why you called?”

      Hargreaves simply harrumphed. As Arturo turned his self-satisfied mug to the train’s twisted carnage she attempted to smooth down the wrinkled blouse and skirt. Her original intention was to highlight her bust to draw attention away from her clothing, creating the illusion that her ample front was overflowing from her neckline. What lay under her thigh-highs was usually enough to accomplish seduction, while maintaining the tweed look so useful for a London copper.

      Arturo C. Adler was a completely different type of man than the dashing pirate Albion Clemens in that he seemed to care nothing for Hargreaves’ charms. Still, she never liked his taking the piss out of her efforts.

      “The constables had the baggage car stripped. There’s nothing of value,” Hargreaves said, if only to prompt Arturo’s snide put-down. He fell for it hook, line and sinker, though not much prompting or taunting had ever been needed. The two had been drawn together time and again for the very purpose of crime scene investigation. Arturo came running from his Camden Town house sometimes before the inspector sent for him.

      “As I observed on the Blackfriar Bludgeoner case,” Arturo said with a distinct cadence, beginning to flow into his rhythm of crime scene analysis. “Inspector Hargreaves sees all that I see, yet understands nothing. The very method of destruction speaks volumes. Look here, where the metal is rent from its bolts. The even, smooth punctures along the edge! The striation pattern and stress marks! The roof!” He slipped his monocle out now, and instead of placing it on his eye, hovered it between himself and the car. Squeezing the rim, the lens flexed: now concave, now convex. Arturo was plucking clues from empty air with his fingertips.

      “There is no bloody roof, you imbecile.” Hargreaves feigned a barb. Had Adler been looking, the amateur detective would have remarked upon the sardonic hint of a smirk on her face.

      “Precisely! The fact there was an automata involved is obvious—no, there were automata! One to drive in some sharp, pointed instrument.” He gestured to the puncture marks, now brutally obvious to Hargreaves. Most solutions are, after someone points them out. “Let us call it Driver. A second golem must have been present to clip and pry open the breach. Let us call it Priser. The very lack of a roof indicates that either Driver or Priser, or perhaps even a third automata, entered the breach with the precise plan to destroy the roof. That indicates the loot was probably cumbersome, perhaps too large or heavy to extract swiftly.”

      “An airship!” Vanessa now cried, and Arturo gaped slightly at her momentary burst of genius. He tried not to let it show, and Hargreaves had to be quick to catch the minute widening of Arturo’s eyes.

      “Precisely,” Arturo said, recovering. “An airship provides both the ability to move the item and the heavy golems,” he said, hopping onto the baggage car. A peculiarly ragged hole lay at his feet. “And here, this is where the ship anchored itself, with an anchor launched by steam, with great force. Note the salts left by the evaporation. Now the question is: what was stolen?”

      “I called you because I needed your forensic abilities. I’ll track down the loot and the perpetrators,” Hargreaves said, feeling the familiar caution she always felt about Arturo. If the stolen item in question were valuable, she didn’t put it past Arturo to retrieve it himself and sell it to the highest bidder. He was quite good enough to do it without Hargreaves ever suspecting a thing, a fact she bit her thumb at savagely.

      “Do not be silly, my dear Vanessa, I must know what the motive was if I am to track these ingenious malefactors.”

      “‘Inspector Hargreaves’ to you.” She took a quick inspection of her surroundings; one engineer and a foreman, not quite a coop, but enough to start a fair clucking in the Times.

      “With all we’ve been through? Why, do you or do you not remember that moonlit eve under the shade of the iconic, raven-graced Tower, standing over the conquered Crown Jewel thief Argento de Maupaussant, under the eyes of none but God, when you professed your undying—”

      “Oy, get off of there!” A cry came from above, interrupting the prattling detective mid-boast. She felt the air shudder before she heard the workman scream, cutting through their banter like a knife through butter.

      “Arturo!” Vanessa redirected the cry, and she was not a moment too soon. Lithe and observant, yes, but if not for the warning, the spry detective could not have avoided the tons of sleeper car silently falling on their crime scene from the rotary above.

      The gleaming chrome and black iron wheels came groaning and shuddering down just behind Arturo’s heels as he leaped off the baggage car, which promptly exploded in a nova of wooden splinters and lost bolts. The tinkling of pieces shot out of their mountings had not ceased when Hargreaves helped the detective up.

      “Almost went tits up, I did. What the bloody fuck?” Arturo was spitting dust, but Vanessa was not looking at him. Rather, she was scanning the lofty ceiling of the train depot, where the rotary that dropped the sleeper car on them still quivered.

      “Things haven’t quite gone pear-shaped yet. There!” she cried, spotting the whisper of a jacket darting behind a boiler on the upper level. Her boots squealed with her leap towards the maintenance stairs, the .22 already sitting warm in her hand. As she passed a railing, she tossed her hat to spin neatly on top of it, for safekeeping.

      “Tosser tried to crush me!” Arturo was hot on her heels.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw him wielding a tiny weapon with a pistol grip. The barrel had a funny shape, almost like a silver iced cream.

      “Cut him off!” she said, indicating a clear access route that led to the northern exit of the depot. The gaping maw was still admitting steaming, huffing engines, looking to her and any criminal like the liberating gates of St. Peter. Vanessa lunged down a narrow alley formed by train cars crowding the upper level of the depot. Each step came down on grating suspended over two stories of steel trains, their stoked furnaces an inferno of gnashing gears. Ducking swiftly between the rotaries, Hargreaves tried to assess the number of assailants. It had been a surprise attack, and the enemy hadn’t stayed to finish the job. They had fled, so they did not outnumber her and Arturo. That meant one person, and if Vanessa Hargreaves were trying to escape after a surprise attack, she would be hiding—

      “There!” she said under her breath, and whirled round a handhold with the .22 up and ready. Nobody was in the cabin, save cold ashes and one lonely shovel leaned up against the wall.

      Instead, the expected attack came from above. In a tangle of shadowed limbs tipped with leather-wrapped steel, hard vice grips closed on Vanessa Hargreaves’ gun arm, followed by the weight of a small, fast opponent—the kind of sparring partner she hated, like a bloody Amazon monkey.

      Some kind of mask covered the assailant’s face, but when she struck one of the arms, it was wiry and covered in muscle, like punching rocks wrapped in butcher paper. She felt a stab vest under the tight jacket even as she threw the assailant’s weight off her. The .22 Tranter skidded to a halt, hanging over the lip of the walkway.

      Her weapon lost, Vanessa sidestepped into the opponent’s space even as he spread-eagled against the cars on both sides, arresting his fall. She knew for a fact it was a mistake to sacrifice her superior range. Little blokes had all the fast jabs and dodges normally kept at bay by her long legs. Cramped in by cars on both sides, her limbs wouldn’t get the leverage she needed for a punishing blow.

      Time to get close and untidy.

      Hargreaves tried a right feint, following up with a devastating stomp that made use of tight quarters, but her foe jumped, splaying his feet against the sides of the cars like a great spider. So that was how he ambushed her! Before she could react, he planted a short jab to her right cheekbone, high enough to make her see stars. She fell backwards while lifting her knee, so when the assailant’s feet hit the ground his gentleman’s sausage would be gelatin. With a shock, she felt her kneecap connect with nothing, perhaps something soft.

      “Hargreaves, down!” Arturo’s voice barely made it through the pugilistic haze, but in her periphery she saw the spiky-haired detective behind their enemy, leveling his strange weapon. Hargreaves pressed herself flat to the ground.

      There came a taste of pennies on her tongue, and suddenly her ears filled with a riotous din. Blue arcs crashed between the steel walls all round her, like Tesla lighting freed of their glass bulbs. Tongues of sparkling, crackling light danced along the tracks. A mad scientist’s experiment had been uncaged, bubbling the paint and scoring black marks where they touched.

      “Mother of God!” she blasphemed. Thankfully, Arturo’s aim was true and their mystery assailant took the brunt of it in the back, tumbling through the gap between two train cars.

      “Ach!” Arturo said as Vanessa got up. Something smoked and fizzed in his hand, throwing off sparks, and with another curse he lost his hold on the weapon. With a final crackle, a piece of it popped off and buried itself in the wood of the walkway, two inches in front of Hargreaves’ nose.

      “You could have killed me!” Hargreaves shouted. “What is that, a prototype death ray?”

      “Never you mind; the quarry is getting away!” Arturo said, and he was right. A smoking trail clinging to the air was all that was left of their mystery man.

      “Adler….” Hargreaves fumed. She scooped up her .22 and the death ray in hand, leaving Arturo gaping. Darting left and right, she followed the faint trace of a burned tyre smell hanging in the air, all the while thanking the fashion gods shin-high pencil skirts were not a la mode this year. Yet corsets and bustles were. Curses.

      “Went that way, ma’am!” hollered one of the workers overhead, before ducking back into the safety of a cabin. El-Nevazar!

      “Your country thanks you!” Vanessa shouted, and took the route indicated, only to emerge from the cathedral of rotaries and soot-smeared track into a moving labyrinth of chugging locomotives. The glaring white English sky seemed to taunt her with its sudden brightness, revealing every detail of the yard—except for her mark.

      Persistent to the last, Hargreaves dashed into the mess, her coattails flying tweed wings. She vaulted through baggage cars and over linkages like the jumps at Kent. After ten minutes of fruitless search, she skidded to a halt in the clinker.

      “Blast it all!” Vanessa cursed. The slippery saboteur could be anywhere, on any number of trains or cars. There was no way she could track the smell in all this coal smoke. She braced her elbow against a gleaming red mail train, trying to slow her heart. As she plodded back to the exploded crime scene, she passed the stoic Alphonse, sitting there like a lump of shiny Christmas pudding.

      “Fat lot of good you were,” she mentioned in passing, a barb the machine took without complaint.

      Back at the baggage car, she met the kneeling Arturo, who seemed to be canvassing the scattered pieces of the crushed crime scene. He seemed completely unfazed by the near-death experience, and was instead absorbed in his search.

      “What a fine mess this is,” Vanessa said, “I’ve just gone and lost our one real lead, my crime scene is smashed to bits, and what the hell are you doing with those nuts?”

      “Not this particular lug-nut,” Arturo was mumbling. “It was stuck in the board about there, so with the force of the explosion… eureka!” He straightened up, all five-foot-six of bottle-green detective, clutching a gold hexagon between two fingers.

      “I’m a size six, firstly, and secondly you forgot the champagne,” Vanessa said, wiggling her fingers.

      “This is no ordinary lug-nut,” Arturo said, completely ignoring her desiccated tone. “It is a twelve-gauge gold alloy timing nut, with the presence of point-zero-zero-five percent gold and twenty-five percent carbon slivers commonly known as adamant.”

      “I’m glad you’ve taken a shine to someone else’s nuts,” Hargreaves said, channeling a certain helmswoman in her annoyance. Curse those pirates and their uncouth influence!

      Arturo removed a flask from his inner pocket, and the strong herb scent that effused between his lips told Hargreaves it was his favorite laudanum, a strong port laced with plenty of opiates and absinthe. His victory drink.

      “Adamant is a hideously expensive material that has a significant reaction to fuel additives, and one that has become favored by my arch-nemesis, Professor Halley Blackwater, alias Doctor Shock.”

      “Oh, Lord, not this again.” Vanessa rubbed her temples, a gesture she reserved just for Adler. “Arturo, you have no nemesis. Professor Blackwater is an expert in economics, not bloody metallurgy. Besides, he’s been on a book tour in America since July, and won’t be back until Guy Fawkes Day.”

      “Are you his press agent? No, a spy! How are you so aware of his movements?”

      “You knucklehead, because I’ve had to protect you from the Yard. The Professor’s filed seven different complaints against you since you two met!”

      “He’s no academic lily-white, he’s a criminal mastermind, I tell you! He wouldn’t dirty his hands with this ground-level fluff. This is part of some bigger plot.”

      Hargreaves heaved an enormous sigh. Arturo was a great help, unfailing in his attention to detail and clues, but perpetually inept at seeing the bigger picture. Nobody could mastermind hundreds of crimes in nearly every Steam Age country, as Arturo was fond of accusing Professor Blackwater. Hell, even Clemens hadn’t gotten to Venezuela yet.

      “In any case, the nut couldn’t have come from the sleeper car. Give it here.” Fast as lightning, the lump of metal was in the inspector’s hand.

      “The distributor is either Sturluson Metallurgy or Logan Alchemics, their London offices being 42 Patch Street and 744 Wilde Street respectively. But I doubt you will find much there, for the nut is cast in American customary, not metric or Imperial standard,” Arturo said to Vanessa’s back. He brushed an imaginary piece of lint off his jacket, which was immaculate compared to Hargreaves’ begrimed duster. “It’s Shock’s, I say.”

      “Bah.”

      “And can I have my gun back, please?” Arturo continued.

      “Confiscated,” Vanessa said coldly even as she turned the clue over and over in her hand. She examined the serial number, and the odd grooves. “And you’ll tell me who supplied it to you so I can arrange a raid.”

      “Trade you for the real addresses?”

      “No deal,” she said. The amateur detective knew how to bluff, but it was not in his interest to feed her false information. He enjoyed the mystery too much. “And one of these days Proscribed Substances is going to have your dealer in cuffs.”

      “Fellow by the name of Tony Macmillan, in Whitechapel. He assured me it would shoot straight.”

      “Thanks, Art,” Vanessa said. “I’ll let you know what this turns up.”

      “No, you won’t,” Arturo said mildly. “But I’ll find out anyway. I always do.” He walked away, whistling a merry jingle.
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      It took her all of ten minutes to slip Alphonse into one of her underground entrances, a municipal pump house. Once inside, a ramp led down into the catacombs beneath the city where Hargreaves guided Alphonse by Tesla lamps down the branching tunnels, using a copy of a pre-Elizabethan map Hallow had procured from a private archive. She avoided her office where constables were waiting with more idiotic cases, and headed straight down to her lair in the M.A.D. machine shop.

      “Reckon ye mate be right about this being American. Yanks make a fine grade of steel, so long as it’s for shooting or stabbing,” Cid Tanner supplied when Hargreaves showed him the little nut.

      “This can’t be a dead end. I can’t just hop a zeppelin to America on one lead,” Hargreaves complained.

      “No. Sturluson or Logan will know who made the thing even if they don’t know the way themselves,” Tanner said. He paused, taking in Hargreaves disheveled, and chuckled. “Looks more like you need a cold shower.”

      “Cid….” Hargreaves cautioned. She had had just about enough cheek today. Unfortunately, Hargreaves in the part of detective had no idea whodunit, save the tenuous connection to the Highgate bank robbery, or, God forbid, Arturo’s Doctor Shock. Besides, the Highgate case had been open and shut. It had been a polite young gent called Michael O’Toole, in deep with bookies who gave him an ultimatum: rob a bank, or lose your fingers. O’Toole was the perfect rube—no ties to the mob, single, no children, just a nobody clerk from a nobody brokerage firm.

      O’Toole had been caught spending his ill-gotten gains trying to catch a ship to Melbourne, and he had no idea how his metal partner had arrived to his door or where it had gone after the deed. The industry was too young to have any sort of standardization, so it could not be traced.

      Back in the hall outside her office, Vanessa Hargreaves sighed at the sight of the Gwain floating outside the window, on regular patrol of metropolitan airspace.

      If only I could spot the buggers from the deck of the Gwain, Hargreaves thought wistfully. The confidence-inspiring bulk hung suspended in mid-air like a fairy mountain, her foothills still scorched black from recent battles. Her maiden-and-shield figurehead still flew proudly.

      Hargreaves also found Cezette Louissaint waiting there with the office’s modest tea service ready. The girl turned. She had just been setting out some biscuits, the pistachio ones Hargreaves liked. Her legs clicked softly, hidden by a voluminous skirt. Hargreaves’ own, actually.

      “Oh, you little—!” Hargreaves said. “How many times have I told you not to sneak up here?”

      “They’re like to think me some gentleman’s daughter, in this couture,” said Cezette nonchalantly. It was true—the dress was blue French linen, cut with a mild gothic fishtail, just the style to hide the girl’s legs. The disguise was good enough for a building full of detectives.

      To drive home the point, Cezette set her feet primly and lowered herself into a chair with a barely perceptible whirring. Hargreaves harrumphed, setting aside her coat. She held no such vanities as to compare herself to her ward, but she had to admit Cezette had at most a year or two before suitors would begin to materialize like slugs.

      “Well. I suppose you shall be mother?”

      “Yes, Maman,” said Cezette obediently. She poured a cup with the milk in first, setting the cup before Hargreaves. It was strong Ceylon and just how she liked it. “I am beginning to like the English habit quite well.”

      “And your manners are beginning to match,” added Hargreaves. “Hallow is teaching you admirably.”

      In accordance with an unspoken compact, neither of them spoke about Hargreaves’ work. Instead, the afternoon was spent talking of things large and small, such as Cezette’s favorite automata, her progress on their shared book of the week, or which austere persons Hargreaves had glimpsed that day. The inspector was unfazed by these ministers and society belles, but Cezette was fascinated by them, so Hargreaves kept notes of them in her notebook filled with sketches. Cezette was working on another of Hargreaves’ dresses to fit her slighter frame, really one of her undercover costumes Hargreaves was all too glad to be rid of. By the by, the hour for tea was gone, and Hargreaves poked her head outside so Cezette could make a stealthy exit.

      “It’s clear. Go, go!”

      “Maman!” Cezette protested as Hargreaves nudged her out. “This is no dirigible raid! I will look au naturel walking at a measured pace.”

      “Oh. Yes, you’re perfectly right, of course.” Silly, Hargreaves. How many times had she gone undercover herself as some countess or other? Before Hargreaves could do anything more, the girl leaned up on her iron trotters and threw her arms around her. Her lips landed soft on the inspector’s cheek.

      “Right.” Back in her office, Hargreaves breathed milk and honey from her tea, trying to control her flush. She had never thought she was the maternal type, yet this girl brought something out in her that she couldn’t deny.

      The day’s pleasantries over too quickly, Hargreaves braced herself for the work ahead by talking aloud. “Step one: alert the hospitals and constables to look for burn victims, five-foot-four, trim and fit.” Hargreaves sent out the alert over the Metropolitan Police Service tube net, a system of telegraph lines and Morse lantern codes between dirigibles. Within the Yard building itself, the act amounted to a hurried scribble stuffed into a latching ball, sent via vacuum tubes throughout the building’s walls. She doubted the overworked constables on the ground would bother, but it was worth a shot.

      “Step two: put in a tip to the powder sniffers on the sixth floor, look for a Tony Macmillan in Whitechapel, store of illegal sparkers.” She scribbled this note as well, rolling it tight and setting her wax seal on the tin ball before putting it in the bolt-action slot in her wall.

      She had taken the piss out of Arturo, but truth be told Scotland Yard’s problem with the weapons based off of Mordemere’s designs was an ongoing one. Firearms Division desperately needed the tip-off, as Arturo well knew. One out of nine ladies of the evening in Whitechapel could cremate an unruly client where he stood. Likely as not, the guns smoked their owners as well, leaving a blackened corset like the fossilized skeleton of a raptor.

      “I’d like to see Ruddy Jack put up against this lot,” Hargreaves jested grimly at the thought. Proper police business done with, this left her with one last task.

      “Step Three: Investigate Logan Alchemics and Sturlusson Metallurgy.”

      True to form, Hargreaves trusted Arturo to do one thing, and nothing else: carry laudanum. She took the five-minute trek to Hallow’s office, deep in the M.A.D. catacombs. The place was as spooky as Cezette always said, full of clicking machines, strange smells and unspooling ticker-tapes like wraiths in the dark. A disused hand-cart was parked at the terminal line, full of machine parts and rolls of paper.

      Jean Hallow himself sat like a monolith, near a niche he had outfitted as an office. The telegraph lines converged here, eaten up by a large Turing machine. Like Arturo, Hallow was another man immune to her charms, but she tried anyway, tipping her ample bosom close as she looked over his shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” Hallow said, and reached past her for the punched card with her data on it. Hargreaves sighed.

      The information Arturo gave was the truth, and would have earned brownie points if Hargreaves was in the business of handing them out. Instead, she chose to commandeer a squad cab. Sometimes, one needed the extra finesse of arriving in a squad Fjord, over the imposing, outlandish Alphonse.

      Sturlusson’s was a townhouse parked between two equally gravelly tombstones of the type. A short stair led up to the parlor meeting room, with a mahogany mantelpiece holding up a glass case containing a harpoon. Obvious signs of Nordic heritage were strategically placed all round the dominating, four-seat Queen Anne meeting table. Hargreaves picked up a deceptively heavy cube of some layered mineral, which seemed out of place there.

      “That would be durandite, not something just any garage tinker can make,” came a voice from her right. “Franklin Feerick, I represent Mr. Sturlusson’s interests in Her Majesty’s Britain.”

      Hargreaves gave the man her investigator’s once-over. Short, hair nearly transparent with age and trimmed round the pate of his head, the bespectacled Feerick looked the very picture of gentility—the perfect salesman. Eton, Hargreaves guessed, but could not be sure. The accent felt off, somehow, as if he hadn’t completely acquired a taste for it.

      “Inspector Vanessa Hargreaves. Your man relayed to you my business with your firm?”

      “Yes, and I am very pleased to be able to help a member of Scotland Yard, particularly an inspector of such high standing. Please, sit. Would you like refreshments?” The two took seats at a corner of the Queen Anne.

      “Your investigation into the horrible calamity was well covered in the Times, even dramatized at the local picture house in a five-part series. I recognized your name straight away,” the elderly gentleman said as his butler appeared with English Breakfast. Hargreaves had not seen any bell pull. The butler was a large man, but seemed ill at ease, and the bone teacups were a subtle mismatch to the eggshell saucers.

      “Most Londoners remember only the name Albion Clemens,” Hargreaves said. “The anonymity suits me well, but I appreciate a man who reads the entirety of his queen’s testimony.”

      “Journalism is a dying art,” Feerick sighed. “A man may interpret anything he likes when he has the sepia-toned photogram in hand. People will believe his story. It takes a certain clarity to stitch together the gestalt. But I digress. May I see the sample?”

      Hargreaves was beginning to like the prompt, business-driven attention. She produced the nut in question, while Feerick produced a glittering loupe with a showman’s flourish. Almost sleight-of-hand.

      “Yes, this is indeed adamant, of a gauge very specialized for automata. Your source was remarkably well informed.”

      “Are they used for quite powerful automata?”

      “Difficult to tell. Luckily, unlike its mythic counterpart, real adamant is not indestructible. Its weakness is the fantastic cost of its making. The trace components are very dear.”

      “A person would need large amounts of capital to produce it,” Hargreaves prompted, thinking of the Highgate robbery.

      “And the right metallurgist. We at Sturlursson’s consist of eight percent of the global adamant market, and this is not one of ours. In fact, the gauge appears to be American.”

      Hargreaves read the frown on Feerick’s face.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Unfortunately… if the gauge is American, the problem is yours. The liberated colonies have significant internal trade between their states, and are especially guarded in military applications. Isolationist, you see. It may well prove their domestic market in adamant outstrips the whole of Europe’s.”

      “I suppose I will find those heavily taxed products at Logan’s?” Hargreaves sighed. This clue was proving more elusive by the second.

      “Indeed. They are a major source of American gauge parts here in Britain.”

      Hargreaves bid Feerick goodbye, and headed some blocks to Wilde Street, a short, narrow cobble alley blocked off by stanchions to prevent hansoms from getting stuck in its winding corridor. Logan Alchemics was a far cry from Sturlusson’s, comprising of merely one crooked two-story plaster structure advertising offices in New York, Sheffield and Detroit. It wasn’t Whitechapel, but there were a couple of townhouses that looked to be upper-crust brothels or private opium dens. That is, nothing illegal, but enough to throw shade.

      Hargreaves rang the braided bell-rope and was shown into a cozy study as different from Sturlusson’s professional office as Bag End was from Rivendell. Cubbyholes and bins full of documents protruded from every corner, while a merrily tumbledown hearth blazed in one wall.

      “You’ll have to excuse the state of the office, we normally take orders by post or telegraph,” the whip-thin servant said to Hargreaves, and it took a second for her to register the man’s familiarity with the office to mean he was the proprietor, not the help. He seemed not to mind her standing in his foyer, and did not offer her so much as a seat, let alone the kingly reception she had gotten earlier.

      “I am not here to place an order,” Hargreaves snapped. She showed him the odd little nut of adamant, dodging it left and right as his attention flitted from one thing to another.

      “That’s a Mendenhall if I’ve ever seen one. The serial is in Courier,” the man said briskly, slurring his ‘that’ so it sounded like ‘fat.’ Was it his normal accent, or was he simply overworked? Difficult to say.

      “And you are?” Hargreaves said, a little annoyed.

      “Thomas T. Thatcher, Managing Director, and if you’ll excuse me I’m very busy.” The hawkish man with the unfortunate combination of name and affliction leaped from perch to perch, plucking a scroll of paper here, retrieving a fountain pen there, and always consulting a heavy ledger open on his desk. Hargreaves decided to cut the crap and showed him her badge.

      “Inspector?” Thatcher said now, noticeably slowing down.

      “Yes, and I’m investigating a theft involving automata that used this part.”

      “Won’t have much luck,” he answered. “Mendenhall went under. Was a shop fire, I hear, and the shareholders lost faith. Official in today’s wire.”

      “What kind of firm was it?” Hargreaves pounced.

      “Strictly priva’e, very hush-hush. Listen, Inspector, automata parts is a very young industry. Cannibalizes from other steam-works as much as it can. A firm like Mendenhall decides to experiment but does not understand the engine’s danger, it has an accident. Happens all the ’ime.”

      “All the time,” Hargreaves mused, which seemed to put Thatcher back to speed. “I need to know the latest order for them that came through this office,” she pressed.

      “Less than a month ago,” the director answered after an industrious flip through his ledger. When it came to business, his voice was steady, and his t’s enunciated. “Here is a copy of the order invoice, several ’iming nuts, pressure cylinders, engine bolts… odd….”

      “What is it?” Hargreaves asked, and for the first time Thatcher stood motionless, looking at the invoice.

      “This seems like a large order. Type Four Piling Driver attachments were adapted from construction engines, cranes and shovels, and are supposed to last years.”

      “Piling Driver?” Hargreaves felt like she just struck gold. “Tell me, Mr. Thatcher, who made the order?”

      “A… Feerick. Franklin Feerick. 42 Patch Street, London.”
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      When Hargreaves burst through the front door of the handsome townhouse in Patch Street, Feerick was gone. The office door hung ajar, as if to drive in the point that nothing of value had been left.

      The rooms besides the ones she had seen were unkempt and dusty. She crept through the dwelling with her .22 Tranter out, but found the only people in the house locked in the attic. They were all dead. The men showed signs of having been trapped there for some time. There was a woman in the room who wore a maid’s frock.

      “Damn!” she cursed. “I was too bloody late. Damn and blast!”

      Hargreaves covered her mouth from the smell of urine. This was murder by neglect. But she was accustomed to horrors worse than this by now. Hargreaves descended the stairs and found a police box nearby. The blue box was roomy enough to hold an inebriate. More importantly, the locker in its front held a telegraph apparatus. The machine accepted her inspector’s key, unfolding like Oriental papercrafts, and she hastily tapped out a message to Scotland Yard on its typewriter controls.

      Clockworked porcelain tabs spun her message out through the ether, and in a moment, spun again to tell her help was coming. The contraption’s serenely ticking logic gates were an immense comfort. When she had been a constable, she had had to memorize every one of Leibnitz’s blasted telegraph codes, tapping them out in binary on a knackered rubber knob. One of the anachronisms of the age: When at sea, use Morse. Leibnitz, though, to summon horse.

      Hargreaves hunkered down to wait. “I expect the real representative for Sturlusson’s is in here somewhere,” Hargreaves told the detective inspector on call who arrived to help with the case. Hargreaves was pleased to see a fellow woman inspector in the Yard’s service, even if the woman brought a cadre of sleepy constables and a flashy ambulatory engine in her wake. They drew far too many people for her liking. To the other inspector’s left, a couple of clocked horses stood serenely chewing the stray clinker in the road. Children reached up to pet them, gingerly, avoiding the flaming grates in their chests.

      In the back rooms, Hargreaves found a raided kitchen and pantry that looked as if no maid had touched it in months. A study adjacent to the front room had been hastily stripped of recent maps or plans, pins dotting wallpaper still flagged with little triangles of yellowing parchment. The dusty room was where Arturo C. Adler found the inspector, knee-deep in records.

      “Damn! Blast everything!” Hargreaves said.

      She tossed a nearby ship in a bottle out of an open window. A couple of cats shrieked their protest as the bottle shattered below. Hargreaves continued to harangue Arturo for a few minutes, comfortably, as if he were an old shoe she might wear to dance her frustrations out on. Arturo looked on mildly until her fit had subsided, before she resumed civil speech.

      “I’ve just been comparing the constables’ account of the Sturlusson warehouse to the records kept here. There is already a discrepancy, mainly minor components, but a large space was recently cleared, large enough for two automata and a steam lorry to carry them. I’ve contacted the port guards, station masters, and Captain Leeds of the Gwain, to be on alert for any train, ship, or dirigible carrying our fugitives.”

      “You saw nothing out of the ordinary, and the man was helpful and cooperative,” Arturo said. “It may comfort you to know this Feerick or his contemporary abused the maid frequently during their incarceration. We’ll put him away without delay. There’s no moral ambiguity here—not like Maple Cross.”

      Was that a smirk on his face? Impossible to tell. But Hargreaves knew the psychology. He was trying to guilt her out of her rote by-the-book response to see the case in a different light. Maple Cross was before they’d met, but Hargreaves had been livid the first time he brought it up. He had gone out of his way to find out everything about Hargreaves. Maple Cross was not something one spoke of simply to be crass.

      Arturo traced a finger delicately between the pins on the wall, imaginary lines sketching the form of shadowed plots. Hargreaves found it remarkable he could read her, a distinguished graduate of the Academy trained in criminology. How old was he? Twenty-two? Eighteen?

      “Those people were locked right upstairs. I passed beneath where they were bound,” Hargreaves said matter-of-factly. “I’m a homicide investigator, Arturo. I can read murderous intent from across the deck of an airship. This subterfuge, following the money across countries, it’s not in my comfort zone.”

      “You’re giving up?”

      “I just don’t understand why the queen gave me the job,” she said, the first sign of fatigue creeping across her brow.

      “If she could, she probably would have given me the honor,” Arturo answered wryly. His gaze now traveled the writing desk, and the bluish sand embedded in the surface cracks.

      “Like as not give you the excuse to raid Professor Blackwater’s laboratory.”

      “Please, a criminal mastermind would hardly hide the maleficent fruits of his labors in a laboratory. Some secret room or such is in order. Haven’t you ever read a penny dreadful or seen a picture at the Odeon?”

      “If it were you, how would you proceed?” the inspector asked, momentarily startling Adler. “I have no motive, a suspect that could be halfway to Devon by now, and a crime that is rapidly growing more public despite the Yard’s and the queen’s expectation of me.”

      “I for one would question that expectation,” Arturo tossed back at her. “It seems like the queen was expecting something to happen. Why else would she assign a trusted homicide inspector, one of her best agents, and a personal friend nonetheless, to a position like yours? You have complete authority over any case involving unusual steamwork apparatus. You command a squadron of metal soldiers and genius-level subordinates. Best of all, you can operate with total impunity, because nobody wants your job.”

      “What are you saying, Arturo?”

      “I’m saying we should ask the queen why you are really the head of MD6. This bluish dust, here?” Arturo scattered some in the air, brushing it off the table in a fine blizzard. “I found it filtered through the boards underneath the Montmartre Express baggage car as well. It’s a very fine tracking agent, with an oxidation marker that changes very gradually—the color indicates the amount of time since it was applied. Anyone who touched the booty would have brought it with them, unnoticed. The thing is, only one agency in all of Europe uses it: MI6.”

      “By Queen and Country. British Intelligence,” Hargreaves said with a mixture of awe and religious terror.

      “Now do you think my Shock conspiracy is delusional?”

      “This is very different from your boogeyman Shock. How long?”

      “The color indicates the tracker was applied when the Montmartre stopped in Paris—I believe that is when possession of the cargo was given over to Intelligence. The Ottoman threat is looming just over the east, Inspector. What could British Intelligence be transporting that warranted such secrecy?”

      “Whatever it is, they don’t have it anymore. Catching the thieves is out of the question—one lorry in a city stuffed with them, the proverbial needle in a haystack.”

      “Based on the unique nature of the parts we found, we may assume some connection to American nationals. Let us ignore their motives for the nonce, and examine their possible strategy.” Arturo’s chin rested on his breast, his slender gloved digits pick-picking at the pinned cardstock on the wall as if it were a captured chess piece. “Transporting it back to America is out of the question, thanks to your preemptive measures. Not to mention the attacker we put in his place at Temple Mills. That is, if transporting it is their aim. They will most likely play their next move quite safe.”

      “Barring any covert involvement, the mooring ports, Paddington, and the docks are all alerted to the presence of the missing item,” Hargreaves said, a thought even now occurring to her. “I expect Intelligence already has people covering those exits, ever since the train arrived.”

      “A single pawn may creep amongst the knights and bishops, becoming a queen just in time for checkmate.”

      “Hide, eh?” Hargreaves meant to berate him, but suddenly the word struck a chord. “Right. That is exactly what I would do, if I were an American national. We don’t tell our constables and customs officers to look for the automata Driver and Priser, but for the transportation of the large cargo. We are perfectly aware their owners can abandon the heavy steel golems. Why can’t this cargo be abandoned as well? What if it is some advanced steamwork, or even a prototype weapon? These are no petty thieves; they are capable men with some intelligence, who may know what they are stealing even if we do not. They do not need the cargo itself; they merely need to know how to build it.”

      “By Horatio, you are absolutely right!” Arturo cried with a smirk, as if he hadn’t thought of it first. “They must be hiding, squirreled away somewhere in London with some alchemist or engineer trying to pry open the box of secrets as we speak! That must be why they chose Sturlusson in the first place. The firm supplies every alchemist and engineer in the city.”
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