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Author's Note




In college, I enjoyed a screening of the film “Laputa” (AKA Castle in the Sky), written and directed by Hayao Miyazaki. This was in the private room of an off-campus pizzeria that was open until the wee hours on weekends. There was no official English version at the time, so we had to rely on an audience member who was fluent in Japanese to translate. He, like all of us, became so enraptured by the film that he often forgot to translate. This movie has everything a steampunk enthusiast could want—airships, adventure, train chases, air pirates, battles in the clouds, ancient technology so powerful it resembles magic, robots, and scenery-chewing villains. 

Combined with my love of pulp-era fantasy and science fiction, which often blended pre-World War II technology with the fantastic, I was primed to embrace “steampunk.” Steampunk is sort of a retro-futuristic subgenre of science fiction and fantasy, mixing the style and culture of the Victorian era with their imagined future technology. It often draws from the imaginations of contemporary authors like Poe, Verne, Shelley, Stevenson, Burroughs, and Wells. While the boundaries of the category get debated, it may incorporate pseudoscience, the spirit of invention, the claims of snake-oil salesmen, now-disproven scientific theories, and the popular belief in the occult. And of course, modern twists on the styles of the day. Technology means shiny brass gears, polished hardwood, homemade craftsmanship, and of course lots of steam power. Fashion means Victorian elegance, with dapper suits and hoop skirts. And, curiously, corsets worn outside the dress.

Ultimately, what it really means to an author and reader is the potential for fun. Steampunk provides a fresh setting inspired by an era that is recent enough to feel familiar, but distant enough that the reality is no longer in living memory. It can have subtle changes from the real world, or go completely off-the-rails in an alternate history or secondary world with only a passing resemblance to our own. It’s a playground where science fiction, fantasy, and paranormal once again blur into fertile soil for the imagination.

This volume contains six of my forays into the world of steampunk. None of them were intended to take place in exactly the same steampunk world, and they each have a little bit of a different take on the subgenre.

Dots, Dashes, and Deceit was inspired by research into Victorian era communication systems. I was surprised to discover we had trans-Atlantic telegraph lines in the 1850s, and fax machines in the 1840s. They sucked, but we had ‘em. Also, many telegraph operators were female. In this story, my first published fiction since college, I pulled maybe 0.1% of my discoveries into an adventure that postulates how telegraphy and Morse code might also be used in a steampunk world.

The Van Tassel Legacy was written by invitation for a book of steampunk stories derived from North American fiction that has since entered the public domain. I wrote a steampunk sequel to Washington Irving’s The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, postulating (as strongly hinted in the original story) that Ichabod Crane was run out of town not by a specter, but by Brom Bones in disguise.

Since I live in Utah, I opted to use it as a setting for Retrieving Abe. The history of Utah is filled with the challenges the early pioneers had to face. For this story, I wondered what would happen if dragons were added to the list of challenges.

The Pipes of Columbia and The Tunnel were written specifically for two volumes of an anthology of “Mormon Steampunk.” Ironically, neither of them take place in Utah. The former used the 1892 World’s Fair in Chicago (the Columbia Exposition) as a backdrop. This was a major venue for the debut tour of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. The second takes place in the traditional steampunk setting of London, and borrows from one of the more outlandish “anti-Mormon” claims of the time.

For Floating Fortress, I wanted to go a little wilder, with airship battles and large-scale mad science, with a dab of real-world history.

I hope you have as much fun reading them as I had writing them!

Jay Barnson

February 2026








  
  
The Pipes of Columbia




The dawn hour was my favorite time of day during the World’s Fair. The sun broke over Lake Michigan, silhouetting the great airships moored over the harbor, glinting off the colossal steel and wood structure of the Ferris wheel on the Midway Plaisance, and breathing life into the White City occupying Jackson Park. Of course, for the fairground’s night watchmen like me, the dawn held special significance. It meant our shift was nearly over, and soon it would be time to get breakfast and some sleep. 

As the sun rose higher, I finished my rounds for the shift and reported into the office. Making my way toward the exit from Jackson Park, the woman caught my attention. She stood just inside the northwest gate, ahead of the morning crowds, scanning the nearly-empty paths converging on the exit, shielding her eyes from the morning sun with her black-gloved hand. Her somber blue dress was meticulously hand-made to be practical as well as showy, a balance modern seamstresses rarely got right, but it was about fifteen years out of style for 1893. Her blonde hair gleamed gold in the morning sunlight under her straw and silk bonnet. While she didn't seem much older than thirty, she eschewed the younger generation’s trend and wore her corset beneath the modest dress, giving the illusion–or at least I tried to convince myself it was an illusion–of a goddess wrapped in fabric.

She caught me in the act, fixing my eyes with hers. I swallowed my mild embarrassment and tipped my hat to her as she approached. She acknowledged my gesture, but rather than passing by, she stopped in front of me in the middle of the path, and asked, “Are you Mr. Allen Murphy?”

“I am. If you need to talk to the security office, I can direct you …”

She shook her head. “I came to talk to you. I’ve been robbed.”

“Then you should talk to the police.”

“I did. They sent me to you. They said you used to be with the Bureau of Detectives.”

I hoped that she took my grimace as a squint from the sun’s reflection. “Used to. Not anymore.” They had graciously allowed me to retire last year. I took the odd job as a private detective, fighting for the occasional contract against the Pinkertons undercutting the market at five dollars a day. Working security at the Chicago World’s Fair, the “Columbia Exposition,” didn’t pay well, but at least the work was steady.

“Good, because they were no help at all.”

“I don’t see how I could …”

“I will pay you fifty dollars as a retainer for your immediate assistance.”

That stopped me short. “Fifty?”

“And another hundred when you help me recover my stolen goods.”

It took me a second to get my speech back. My exhaustion from patrolling the Exposition through the night dissipated. “A hundred and fifty dollars? What was stolen from you, diamonds?”

“Then you agree?”

I took a deep breath. There was no doubt I could use the money. I could finally get caught up on the rent and not have my landlord threatening eviction from my little room every other week. Even if the money were half as much, I’d take the job just to spend ten more minutes talking with this woman. “Let’s hear the details.”


      [image: ]We moved to the shade of the western entrance of the Forestry Building, and the woman explained her predicament. “My name is Emma Ellsworth, of the Utah Territory. My husband’s company accepted a contract just over a year ago to manufacture very special organ pipes for Mister Allister Smith, to be demonstrated here at the World’s Fair in Chicago. We received confirmation by telegram from him three weeks ago that he would meet us at the station to receive the shipment. He never appeared.”

I glanced down at her left hand. If she wore a ring, the glove concealed it. She caught my gaze and folded her hands together. I quickly looked back up and pretended to adjust my hat to cover my disappointment. 

The name Allister Smith didn’t sit well with me. It didn’t sit well with any Chicago policeman, or anyone related to the victims of the Haymarket Riot seven years earlier. “Utah Territory? You arrived here with the Mormons?”

“The choir, yes. Mr. Smith assured us that he would have the pipes installed and the organ ready for an exhibition performance of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir on Thursday. We just discovered there is no performance scheduled.”

“How much did he pay for the pipes?”

“Fifteen thousand dollars, in total. He paid five thousand in advance for their manufacture.”

I shook my head. “Ridiculous! I don’t know much about organs, but I’m sure you can buy a dozen organs at that price!”

She stood resolute, jutting her jaw forward. “These are very unique pipes, Mr. Murphy. They are made from an alloy only manufactured in Salt Lake City.”

“Deseret Steel? I’ve heard of it. Stronger than steel at half the weight. It’s popular in airship frames. But for a pipe organ?”

“It also resonates like silver, or better. Smith read a paper we wrote on the resonance and acoustic properties of the metal in various shapes, and sent us very particular instructions for the pipes. I thought he was insane. I still do, as the pipes do not resonate as they should, but they do make very powerful, yet subtle undertones.”

“But the money was good.”

She nodded. “At least, we thought so.”

I wanted to ask several more questions, but few seemed germane to the mystery. Her husband clearly entrusted her with the responsibility of handling a major business deal far from home. How far did that trust extend? I knew little of Mormon culture, besides their reputation for polygamy. I thought it was curious that she used the word “we” to describe what sounded like a scientific paper. The biggest mystery of all was how I found myself drawn to her, even knowing that she was of a strange religion, a strange land, and completely unavailable. I forced myself to look away and analyze her words. “When nobody came to take delivery of the pipes, or to pay you the remaining money, what did you do?”

“I was forced to obtain warehouse space to store it. Fortunately, several men of our delegation were willing to help me move the load, and I paid two men who have family members in the choir to guard the pipes while I contacted Smith. When I arrived this morning, the two men were asleep, with two empty whiskey bottles on the floor between them, and the entire shipment had been stolen from the building.”

The story had so much wrong with it that my face began to itch. I held off scratching, and answered, “I thought you Mormons didn’t drink.”

“We don’t. The two men have never had a drop of alcohol in their lives until now.”

“Why did they start last night?”

She shook her head. “They say they didn’t. They have no recollection of what happened. They were guarding the shipment last night, and then they awoke this morning, reeking of whiskey. For what it’s worth, I do not believe they had anything to drink.”

“Okay, I’ll take the case, but I’ll warn you. Nothing makes sense, and I’m not as inclined to trust these men as you are. Take me to the warehouse and let me interview these two fellows.”

She cocked her head to one side. A tiny slip of blonde hair fell loose from her bonnet. “Wouldn’t we be better off finding Smith? I'm sure you know your business as a detective, but he'd be at the top of my list of suspects. Perhaps he couldn't afford the payment, but wanted to obtain the pipes anyway.”

“Ordinarily, I’d agree. You seem to have a head for detective work, Mrs. Ellsworth. I’m familiar with Allister Smith, and his reputation in Chicago is not honorable. However, Smith took his own life six months ago.”

She tilted her head to one side again, eyes wide. Her bonnet, securely fastened, didn’t move. “That’s impossible. Smith contacted me just three weeks ago.”

“Are you sure it was Smith?”

“Who else would send the telegram?”

I shook my head. “Good question. But let’s start by talking to your men and see if there is anything else they remember.”


      [image: ]The two men had little information of any substance. They sat at breakfast by themselves, ashamed even though they maintained they hadn’t consciously had a drop to drink. The key word was consciously. They had no recollection of the events shortly after midnight. Neither man could swear they hadn’t willingly consumed the alcohol, and in so doing, sinned.

The older of the two men lamented, “God remembers the sin, but if I don’t, how do I repent?”

I had substantially more experience in this area than the two men. “Tell me, when Mrs. Ellsworth woke you this morning, how’d you feel?”

“Guilty,” the other one answered. “Drink or not, we should not have fallen asleep on the job.”

“I mean physically. Were you well rested?”

They looked at each other and shrugged. “I reckon so,” the first one said. “Somewhat rested, for having slept on the hard floor.”

I snorted and shook my head. “I can tell you this. If you had a bottle of whiskey each, and gotten so drunk you couldn’t remember last night, you would be in considerably worse shape this morning. Whether you had anything to drink or not I can’t say, but I can say you were not heavily inebriated. So, you can take that off your conscience.”

This seemed to satisfy them, but it only increased my curiosity. Someone had taken steps to make them appear in dereliction of their duty, yet hadn’t done their full homework on Mormons and alcohol. At least not the kind of devout Mormons on tour with their choir. The heist required planning, especially when one took into consideration the message sent to Salt Lake three weeks earlier confirming the delivery plans.

“Is there anything else unusual you remember from last night? Even if it’s trivial?”

The older man squinted. “Actually, at one point we were singing.”

“Singing?” I asked.

“Hymns. Keeping ourselves awake,” the younger man said. “I remember now. There was that awful tune.”

The older man nodded. “We finished a song, and someone with a terrible-sounding tin whistle or the like started playing. I thought he was trying to accompany us. Badly.”

“He gave up after three notes,” the younger man said, laughing.

“Who was it?”

“Someone … outside the warehouse, maybe?” the older man answered.

“It sounded closer than that,” his companion answered. “I never saw who it was.”

“What happened afterward?”

Neither of them remembered.

“Does that mean anything?” the older man asked.

I assumed the whistling had been a call to accomplices, and they’d fallen asleep shortly thereafter. I offered them more encouragement than I felt. “Maybe, maybe not. I need to follow up on some more leads. But first, can either of you direct me to where I can find a hot cup of coffee? I haven’t slept all night.”

Once again, the two men had very little information of substance. At least I learned something new: coffee was another drink on the Mormons’ taboo list.


      [image: ]After finally filling my stomach with breakfast and a generous two cups of coffee, I made my way to the train station. I investigated the warehouse, but found no clues. After that, I visited the telegraph office at the station. Jacob Carter had worked in the telegraph office for ten years. When he started, he transmitted and received every message personally. Now he had machines to do everything, including spitting out and receiving rapid-fire clicks, printing out the messages on a special-purpose typewriter. Jacob rarely sent or received messages by hand anymore, and instead spent his time maintaining the equipment, working with customers, and keeping logs.

“Murphy! I haven’t seen you here in months,” he said, smiling through his bushy white beard.

I nodded. “I only ever sent messages to Lawrence.”

Carter’s smile dropped instantly. “Ah, yes. I’m sorry about that mess.”

“I'm over it,” I lied. Friends since childhood, Lawrence and I remained in contact even after he moved to New York. He frequently returned to Chicago to visit. On one trip, I introduced him to my fiancé. On his next visit, a few weeks later, she left with him.

It was enough to make a man get stupid with grief and frustration.

“So who are you sending a message to?” Jacob asked.

“No one. I want to find out who sent a telegram to Salt Lake City on August fourteenth.”

Carter leaned over the counter towards me. “Now, I know you aren’t a police detective anymore, Murphy. This isn’t information …”

I placed a silver dollar on the counter. The coin vanished in his hand a split second later. He continued without missing a beat. “But, I can see this is something important. Let me check my register.” He pulled a fat logbook onto the counter, flipped through several pages, and ran his finger through the listings. “Ah, yes. Forty-seven words, to Mr. Edward Ellsworth, Salt Lake City, Utah territory.” He rolled his eyes. “Sent by Patrick Prendergast. Do you know him?”

“No. Should I?”

Jacob shrugged. “He’s a newspaper distributor. Fancies himself a crusader, always complaining about how unsafe the railroad crossings are. His message surprised me, because it had nothing to do with newspapers, and I didn’t expect him to have business dealings out west. He’s not exactly a business tycoon, if you take my meaning. Folks say he was dropped on his head as a child, and I believe it.”

He didn’t sound like a criminal mastermind, but that didn’t mean he didn’t work for one. “Okay. I’ll dig around and find out what I can. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” He closed his logbook and put it away. “Seriously. Don’t mention it.”


      [image: ]As much as I wanted to retire to my tiny rented room and sleep the afternoon away, Emma's substantial bonus offer kept me on the trail of Patrick Eugene Prendergast throughout the day. Word about the town described him as an Irishman by birth, a newspaper distributor by trade, a thug by temperament, and a statesman only in his own imagination. A railroad man with a grudge against Prendergast provided me with the man’s description, and a newspaper boy told me where I might find him. By late afternoon, I hunted my quarry along a row of buildings across from the Midway Plaisance.

The Midway contained some of the more fascinating amusements of the Columbia Exposition, filled with temporary mosques, castles, and tents. At any time of the day one could attend scientific or religious lectures, see exotic dancers and roller-skating bears, or witness amazing new inventions harnessing the power of steam and electricity. However, none of the delights of the Midway Plaisance compared to the 264-foot wheel by George Washington Gale Ferris Jr. The Chicago World’s Fair’s answer to the Eiffel Tower, the “Ferris” wheel towered over the Midway, powered by underground steam engines. It carried over two thousand people at a time inside thirty-six cars at fifty cents a ride. Beside it, the steam-powered automatic organ provided flawless if repetitive entertainment to those waiting in line. Or, really, anywhere along the Midway.

Many of the home owners near the Midway Plaisance had taken on boarders or rented the houses to visitors, who came and went constantly. That didn’t make my job easier, and I found myself poking around each house along the street, accompanied by the distant sounds of the automated organ. By late afternoon, still searching, I grew weary of “The Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo” and “Daisy Bell.” As if in response to my annoyance, the organ music finally came to a stop. While unusual, I was grateful for the relief, and hoped someone was changing the songs in the machinery.

Minutes later, in the backyard of a cottage near the Midway, I found tarp-covered crates labeled “Ellsworth Industries, Salt Lake City.” I couldn’t tell if it was the entire load or not, and I lacked a crowbar to open the crates and verify their contents, but it seemed I’d just earned my bonus.

And then I lost it again as I heard the hammer cock back on a revolver. A man with a mix of New York and Irish accents said, “What do you think you are doing, thief?”

I raised my hands and turned around. “I’m no thief. I’m a detective hired to retrieve this stolen property for Ellsworth Industries.”

The man before me matched the description of Patrick Prendergast, with short, curly hair, a low forehead, and flat nose. He glared at me. “Wrong! It’s not their property. They sold it to Allister Smith.”

“Smith is dead. But I’m sure you know that.”

Prendergast advanced, shaking the muzzle of the .32 up and down as he collected his thoughts. “His partner took over his business.”

“What partner?”

“Dominic King.”

When I wasn’t blaming myself for being invited to retire from the force, I blamed Dominic King. He had been a showman and a shyster–a mesmerist–until a bomb at the Haymarket Riot killed his brother. After that, he became a very successful, and I suspected criminal, businessman. I assumed he used tricks learned from his career as a mesmerist to influence his business associates. He’d made an enemy of the anarchists responsible for the 1886 riot, which endeared him to the police–although probably not as much as his expensive gifts and party invitations.

When my fiancé ran off with my best friend, Lawrence McMillan, I threw myself into my job–which involved gathering enough evidence to convict some pretty bad characters. This earned me praise from the bureau. The praise ended when my discoveries implicated Dominic King in two fraud cases and the murder of a pardoned anarchist for his role in the riots. Officers at every level warned me to back off. Acting with equal parts stupidity and anger, I pushed on with my investigation, firm in my conviction that success would vindicate me.

I never had the chance. The bureau chief gave me the choice to leave with honor on my own terms, or leave in disgrace. Either way, I was off the police force.

I shook my head. “No. King wouldn’t have gone into business with Smith.” King wouldn't have had anything to do with an anarchist.

“He did, and has the papers to prove it.” He stabbed toward me with the gun muzzle for emphasis. I winced, expecting the thing to go off.

None of this made sense. While I hadn’t had a chance to finish digging into all of King’s business associations, I found it unlikely that he’d go into business with the man rumored to have paid for the dynamite the anarchists used at the riot.

Unless Smith’s suicide wasn’t suicide. Keeping my hands up, I said, “It doesn’t matter. Smith never paid in full for the shipment, and until then, it’s not his property. Or his successor’s. You stole it from the warehouse.”

“We’ll just have to talk to Mr. King about that.” He waved the gun around for emphasis.

“Where is he?”

“He’s up on the Midway in a meeting.”

“Where on the Midway?”

“Behind the tea shop.” He waved the gun towards the Midway for emphasis. I struck, grabbing the gun over the hammer to keep it from firing. Prendergast was not a small man, but he wasn’t a swift one, either. He had a confused look on his face when I punched him in it. He staggered backwards, losing his grip on the gun. With blood running from his nose, he stared at his gun in my hand, and fled.

The mysterious referral from the detective bureau began to make sense. If one of my former fellow detectives knew about Smith’s relationship with King, they’d avoid touching Emma's case. They’d also know I’d love the opportunity to catch King in the act. Somebody had given me a gift. I happily accepted it.

Prendergast might have been an idiot, but he knew enough to leave one of the cylinders empty to prevent the gun from going off by accident. I rolled the empty chamber under the hammer, and carefully lowered the hammer back into place and put the gun in my pocket. King was holding a meeting on the Midway, and I couldn’t wait to find out what lowlifes met with him, and what they discussed. Maybe I’d even learn any mesmerism tricks he used against them.

I looked forward to ruining his meeting. I made my way to the Midway and along the wide trail until I arrived at the Chinese Tea Shop. I hugged one wall and circled around to the garden area, where a handful of small tables stood. Two people sat at one of the tables: Dominic King, and Emma Ellsworth.


      [image: ]I stepped out from my cover, and approached the table.

Dominic wore a gray suit with a white bowler that concealed his thinning hair. The shape of his face reminded me of a wedge of cheese—or the head of a hatchet. In spite of his immaculately waxed and curled mustache, the stubble on his face suggested that like me, he hadn’t had time for a shave in a couple of days. I’d bet the price of a good shave that his reasons also revolved around the organ pipes.

“Ah, Mr. Murphy. What a pleasant surprise! Mrs. Ellsworth was just telling me about you!”

I took the offered seat. “It looks like I’ve been played for a fool.” I allowed a fraction of my glare to rest on Emma before returning to Dominic. I avoided his eyes.

“I have nothing to do with this,” Emma stated.

“Indeed,” Dominic said, “I heard about the confusion this afternoon, and invited Mrs. Ellsworth for a meeting and to offer my assistance. I was in a business relationship with Mr. Smith several months ago, and Mr. Ellsworth and his wife weren’t the only ones left in the lurch by Smith’s suicide.”

“Really?” I looked back at Emma. “And what sort of assistance did he offer?”

“I shall endeavor to recover her stolen property,” Dominic answered for her. “I have resources I can call upon. People who owe me favors.”

I nodded, and looked back to Dominic, averting my eyes at the last minute. “Yes, I know all about those favors.”

Emma looked between us. “What’s going on? And why are you acting so strange, Mr. Murphy?”

“Mr. King has a number of favors owed to him by people in high places,” I answered. “That is why he’s not in jail right now.”

“Oh, come, you exaggerate,” Dominic said. “You had the weakest of evidence against me, yet you continued to persecute me. You and I, we should have been on the same side. We both lost people we cared about during the Haymarket bombing.”

“That doesn’t make us friends. Tell me, was Smith's death really suicide? Or did you make him shoot himself?’

Dominic waved his hand dismissively, and said to Emma, “My former profession, until shortly after the Haymarket affair, seven years ago, was a stage magician. I am a mesmerist. Mr. Murphy labors under the common misunderstanding that I can force people to do things they are opposed to doing. Such is not the case. A mesmerized person may have their inhibitions significantly lowered, as with alcohol. They may be subject to suggestion, but only of the sort they are not disinclined to do. But no mesmerist can force someone to do something they are truly opposed to doing.”

I said, “If someone was overextended in their finances and considering suicide, wouldn’t a mesmerist be able to send them over the edge?”

“Perhaps one could. Is that what you are accusing me of?”

“I just find it strange that you would go into business with the man who financed the anarchists who built the bomb which killed your brother.”

“I see,” Dominic said, and pushed his seat away from the table. “And what is it to you? The same anarchists killed your cousin, didn’t they? Maybe that’s why you joined the police force the following year? To follow in his footsteps?”

“Those men were brought to justice.”

“Only some! The rest were pardoned by our dear Mayor Harrison. He was also the one who urged the police not to engage the anarchists the night of the Haymarket bombing until it was too late, and the assassins were already prepared. He is as much a villain as the ones who pulled the triggers and threw bombs that night.”

“That’s for justice to decide, not you.”

“Justice doesn’t reach men like Harrison, or like Smith. Only little people like you. At least justice saw you kicked out of the police force for your baseless attacks and lies against me.”

I jumped to my feet, knocking my chair backward before I regained self-control. Every part of me wanted to smash his face with my fists, and then throw him into a dark, deep hole.

He grinned at the hit he’d scored, and turned to Emma. “I’m afraid there’s no reasoning with this angry fellow. However, please convey my offer to your husband. In addition, I will pay whatever you owe Mr. Murphy, so you can dismiss him with no further debt.”

Emma looked at me, eyes wide. I clenched my fists and my teeth to calm myself down, before saying, “There’s no need, Mrs. Ellsworth. I’ve already found your pipes, and I’ll soon have testimony proving that it was King who ordered them stolen.”

Emma’s eyes darted between the two of us. Dominic took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the perspiration on his face, and around his ears. “Such lies. Honestly, Mrs. Ellsworth, think about your husband’s business. I’m offering to not only return the pipes to you, but provide you with additional compensation. Or you could listen to this disgraced former policeman.”

Emma looked at me and smiled. “Mr. Murphy, you said I had the mind of a detective. It seems to me that Mr. King is offering a deal far too good to be true. Mr. King, I appreciate your efforts at reparations. But in my religion, we believe that repentance includes confession of the sin, not just making restitution. You intended to defraud me.”

Dominic finished whatever he was doing with his handkerchief, and I noted the strange waxy residue on it. “Very well,” he said. “But I assure you, an attempt at revenge against me will not benefit your husband’s business.”

He reached into his breast pocket, but instead of replacing the handkerchief, he drew out something silver. I pulled out the .32 I had taken from Prendergast, and aimed it at Dominic. Dominic smiled, and displayed the item, a brilliant, silver whistle. “This is no gun, Mr. Murphy,” he said. “It is simply something to calm my nerves.”

Emma stared at the device. “Is that made of Deseret Steel?”

Rather than answer, Dominic blew into the whistle, stopping the holes with his fingers. The instrument sounded multiple notes in bizarre chords, rattling the senses at first, but then growing incomprehensibly soothing. Too late, I realized the purpose of the wax on the handkerchief, wax now stopping up Dominic’s ears. The second time he blew, different notes sounded, and I grew calm. The third time, a different chord emerged, and the gun fell from my hand.


      [image: ]By the time I regained my senses, dusk had settled over the fairgrounds. The brilliant Westinghouse lights lit the park, and men roughly tore me from Emma's arms. She moaned, and I had vague memories of passionate kisses exchanged between us. It had a dreamlike quality, but the look in Emma's eyes said she remembered the same dream.

“Pull the blind down, Murphy!” a man said to me in a familiar voice with more than a trace of London brogue. “What were you thinking?”

“What happened?” I recognized two of my coworkers, security men for the World’s Fair.

“What happened? You and the woman–a married woman, based on the ring on her hand–made a very public display of your affection for each other. We received multiple complaints.”

I shook my head to clear it. “Was one from a Mr. Dominic King?”

“Yes, among others. If you are lucky, you may only be fired. If you are unlucky, you will have a furious husband coming to put holes in you.”

He tugged at my arm. I glanced back at Emma, who followed, another security man escorting her. “Where are you taking me?”

“We’re escorting you off the Midway Plaisance and out of the park. You can appeal it in the morning, but for now, consider yourselves banned from the World’s Fair. Obviously, this means you aren't working tonight, Murphy. If we catch you in the park, you’ll face criminal charges for trespassing. Understand?”

I didn’t have much to say in the walk to one of the exits. Emma wasn’t pushed out as roughly, but they’d dumped both of us like last week’s garbage onto the street. The men retreated back onto the Midway, but one stood nearby, watching us.

Emma frowned and said, “I have to admit, Mr. Murphy, this was not how I anticipated my trip to Chicago turning out.”

I lowered my head. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Ellsworth. I don’t know what came over me.” I cast a glance over my shoulder. “Perhaps we should walk away to satisfy my suspicious coworker over there.”

“Suspicious, or is he hoping for a show?” she asked, shaking her head and walking along beside me. “It came over both of us. And we must have both been willing on some level, or the mesmerist’s beguilement would not have worked.” She maintained a neutral, scientific tone. “I am truly sorry about your job.”

I wanted to punch myself in the face. “That’s nothing. I am sorry about the damage to your reputation, not to mention your relationship with your husband. I’m so sorry.”

She sighed. “It may prove to be a very uncomfortable trip back home at the end of the week. As to my husband, I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely forthcoming, Mr. Murphy. I’m a widow. My husband died a year ago; around the time we received the offer from Mr. Smith to construct the strange organ pipes. My husband was already very ill at the time, and when I was not caring for him, I cared for his business. Even before his death, I’d signed correspondences as ‘E. Ellsworth.’ I’d already been handling so much business on his behalf, it seemed natural to continue after his death. I wasn’t lying, exactly, but I suppose it isn’t entirely honest, either.”

“So you constructed the pipes yourself?”

“Not personally. But the theory and process were mine. I’m the daughter of a smith, and had a fascination with metallurgy before I married Edward. Naturally, I turned my attention to acoustics and music following our marriage. It was my paper–again, bearing only my first initial to conceal my gender–that outlined the properties of Deseret Steel as a conductor of harmonics and sympathetic vibration. It can be turned into a rather unusual tuning fork.”

“Mr. King must have found a way to use that as a powerful mesmerist’s focus with his unusual whistle.”

“So it would seem, Mr. Murphy. We know certain sounds have a primal effect on parts of the brain. Music stirs the heart to emotion. Perhaps the strange harmonic waveforms, played in that combination, impact the brain at a more elemental level.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know how we’ll explain that one to the jury. Would your pipes have the same effect? Maybe a longer range?”

She shrugged. “That I don’t know. I had no idea that it could be used in such a manner. Potentially, yes. It would explain some of the unusual specifications. I think the effective range might be increased from a few feet to considerably further. Say, sixty feet, maybe a hundred or more in a good concert hall.”

“What if the audience was in the air?”

“If they had minimal obstruction, then I suppose with very strong bellows, the sounds could be heard clearly at two to three hundred feet.”

I turned and pointed to the great Ferris wheel, now lit with artificial lights and spinning for the remaining night’s crowd. “There’s an automated organ at the Ferris wheel. It is powered by the same giant steam boiler that powers the wheel.”

Her eyes widened. “King could use that to mesmerize the crowds! He could affect hundreds of people at a time.”

“The Ferris wheel can carry over two thousand people every twenty minutes, not to mention the crowds nearby and people waiting their turn.”

She turned to face me, her features softened in the pale lamplight. “How long can a mesmerist’s suggestions hold sway over a person?”

I shrugged. “I investigated King when I was a city detective. There were reports of people still under his influence for days after his shows, but nothing I thought would be admissible in court. I really don’t know. Why?”

“Two reasons. First, I retain an inappropriate desire to kiss you, and I would like to know how long I must wait for this desire to pass. And then I wonder how long any suggestion King intends to implant into the crowds may last. Will they still be under his influence after they leave the Fair a few days from now? A few months from now?”

“We have no way of knowing. For that matter, he might not even know. But it would potentially give him influence over a large number of people from all over the world.”

“What about you? Are you still under the influence of his mesmerism?”

“It’s hard to say.”

She put her hands on her hips. “What do you mean, it’s hard to say? From what I can recall, you were following his commands quite vigorously a half-hour ago. Do you or do you not retain that impulse?”

We had no time for a confession, so I kept it simple. Painfully simple. “I mean that I was attracted to you from the moment I saw you in the crowd. So now, I cannot tell where the mesmerist’s command ends and my own feelings begin.”

“Oh,” she said. “Oh!” She glanced away only a moment, and then said, “Considering we've already made a very public display of our mutual attraction an hour ago, I suppose I shouldn’t feel so awkward about this. I assume we can both exercise restraint now?”

“I think so. However, I might need to be reminded of it before I beat Dominic King to a pulp.”

“As will I,” she said, flashing a fierce grin.

At that moment, a resonant organ note sounded from the direction of the Ferris wheel. Emma and I looked at each other. “That sounds like it came from one of my pipes!”

“We’ve got to stop him. I know a few ways to get into the Midway unobserved. Come with me!”


      [image: ]We ducked through a gap in the fence behind a replica Irish castle, and made our way to the Ferris wheel. Three workmen operated under a combination of electric and lantern light to replace the organ pipes, while nearby, the last of the crowds stood waiting for their turn to ride.

I couldn’t see Prendergast and King, but the laborers had clearly accomplished most of their task while Emma and I were under King's control. The older, conventional pipes sat on one tarp in the grass beside them, and the three remaining new pipes gleamed under the slowly circling lights of the Ferris wheel.

“Wait here,” I told Emma.

She looked at me as if I had grown an extra nose on my face, but she made no motion to follow. I reached into my pocket and drew Prendergast’s revolver and charged forward. “Stop!” I shouted as I grew close. The three men turned to face me. “That’s stolen property.”

The workmen backed away from the organ. “Hey, we’re just doing our jobs!” one of the workmen protested. “Nobody said nothing about anything stolen!”

“Who hired you?”

“Patrick Prendergast. He told us to replace the pipes.”

I lowered the revolver to my side, away from the crowd at the Ferris wheel. My gut told me to believe the men, and my brain didn’t have time to disagree.  “Okay. Give me your names. I’m going to have my companion contact the police. Don’t worry, you aren't in trouble. Like you said, you were just doing your jobs.”

I turned to make my way back toward Emma, but I couldn’t see her in the shadows of the castle. As I prepared to call out to her, the horrible set of notes sounded behind me. I spun around to face King, who calmly blew the second set of notes. I raised the revolver, but my sluggish hand moved as if through soft mud. On the third set of notes, the handgun dropped from my grasp, and I stood dumbfounded before my enemy.

He smiled at me. “Mr. Murphy, I’m glad you are here. I want you to listen to me and tell these fine folks here a great story. Follow me.” He led me to a spot between the workmen and the people in the waiting area for the Ferris wheel. “I need you to make an announcement. Loudly explain to everyone around that you’ve been working for me this whole time, and that you were the one who absconded with Smith’s payment instead of delivering it to Mrs. Ellsworth. We picked up the delivery in good faith, not realizing she’d never been paid. Tell them that, now.”

I hesitated. A conscious part of my brain still rebelled. King smiled and laughed like we were old friends. “It’s all a wonderfully amusing little tale. It means nothing. Everyone knows you are just putting on a show. You want to amuse them, don’t you?”

That sounded like a good idea. I wanted to help everyone have a good time. Making a silly speech wouldn’t hurt anyone …

Emma appeared at the side of my vision, now holding the revolver I’d dropped. “I believe Mr. Murphy has a moral opposition to lying, Mr. King. Maybe you should learn something from him.”

King’s face darkened with rage. “When I get the organ completed, Mrs. Ellsworth, I don’t think moral compunctions will matter much anymore. You will even help me.”

He started to raise his whistle to his lips when Emma fired. The bullet struck the ground beside him, and she raised the barrel to aim at his chest. “Try that again, and the next shot goes through your heart.”

A gasp rose from the crowd. Two women screamed. The three workmen backed away and disappeared into the night. The visitors in the waiting area and the ride operators fled. The latter left the lever controlling the wheel in the “on” position, and the people now imprisoned in the cars stared at us as they circled by.

King lowered the whistle and backed away, the smile never leaving his face. Emma stepped forward, holding the gun in one unsteady hand, and shaking me with the other. “Mr. Murphy, snap out of it. Wake up! I need your help!”

Her words and touch seemed to pierce the foggy veil over my mind. In moments, my head cleared. Emma handed me the gun. I aimed it at King and said, “It’s over. Surrender.”

“We really should have been allies, Murphy,” he said, stepping in front of the passing cars of the Ferris wheel. A poor shot from me could injure or kill innocents in a passing car, and he knew it. If I drew closer to be sure of my aim, he could use his whistle on me again. We eyed each other across the difference, and I calculated my odds of ending the standoff. If he did the same math, his equations came out in his favor. His lips curled up, and he raised his arms to gesture at the moving cars. “A few days of this, and we’d have an army, willing to mete out justice on our behalf.”

“Justice serves no man, Mr. King,” I said.

“It does now.” He placed the whistle in the pocket of his jacket, and grabbed hold of a safety bar on a passing car. The colossal wheel lifted him into the air, and he swung himself to the outside edge and began climbing.

I lowered the hammer on the gun and jammed it inside my belt as I rushed to the Ferris wheel. Above me, King struggled for a foothold as the car continued its slow ascent. Several people got out of their seats to look at me, and the resulting shift in weight tipped the car ever-so-slightly backward. I pulled my arm through the car rail and held on with a death grip as my shoes lost their purchase beneath me, and the gun tumbled out of my belt onto the ground below.

“Move back! Move back!” I yelled. They did, overcompensating, and the car tilted slightly forward. It made it somewhat easier for me to scramble up onto the roof of the car. Holding to the outer rail on the wheel for stability, I pulled myself onto the next car, just two cars behind King.

I identified myself as park security and called for the people in the next car to move back. They complied, which tilted the car enough for me to get to the roof and onto the next car with little effort, only one car away from King. But now we neared the apex of the great wheel’s movement, over two hundred fifty feet in the air.

The wheel stopped. Mrs. Ellsworth must have moved the lever to stop the vehicle. The car beneath me rocked gently, and I squatted to maintain my balance. Here, near the top of the arc and just across and below King’s car, I was above the wheel structure and had nothing to hold for support.

Thump, thump, THUMP! I looked up just in time to see King leaping over from the other car. He landed beside me and continued his momentum to knock me over. We both fell flat, sliding to the edge of the car. Our support tilted, spilling us both over the side. I grabbed the nearest rail with both hands, flailing to find some kind of foothold. A few feet away, King did the same. The car rocked gently as we hung on it.

“Mrs. Ellsworth!” I shouted. I needed her to restart the wheel. Before I could shout instructions to her, King found a foot-hold on a projecting bolt and let go with one hand, fishing out the whistle from his pocket. Expecting the weakness that would come from the notes, I wrapped my arm through the safety rail, holding it in position with my other hand, and tried to find support on a similar bolt with my right foot. I found a slender seam of metal. It wasn’t much, but it helped distribute my weight by the time King blew the third chord. I concentrated all of my mental faculties on repeating the words to myself, “Don’t let go. Don’t let go.”

By his venomous grin, Dominic King knew he had won. I held fast, but I couldn’t engage my will to do anything more. Raising his voice, Dominic said, “Come and help this poor man beside me get off the car! He wants to go down, but he is afraid. Help him by prying his arm loose and giving him a polite little push so he can be on his way! Come on, children. He will be most grateful!”

Two men and two young children stood and walked to the edge of the car where we hung. Once again, the car tilted slightly in our direction. The children eagerly set about the task, perhaps not fully realizing what they were doing. One of the adults hesitated when he looked down and saw the height of the car. The other man grabbed my arm and began pulling, combining his strength with gravity to pry me loose.

From down below, harsh, cacophonous organ sounds blared at us. The rush of discordant notes seemed to vibrate the Ferris wheel itself. Within moments, my head cleared again. The people stopped trying to push me off the car.

Before King could react, I swung my legs at him, kicking at the whistle. My foot connected, and the whistle tumbled out of his hands, careening off the center axle of the Ferris wheel before landing silently on the grass beside the platform.

King’s face contorted with fury, and he grabbed the rail with his now-free hand, and swung his feet at me. He connected weakly, but he used his pendulum momentum to carry him forward on an even stronger kick on the second swing. I braced myself. His foot stuck my thigh and pain shot through my leg, but I held fast. His own hands slipped, and he tumbled free of the car, cartwheeling as he fell. He struck the wheel’s axle with a force that sent a tiny shudder through the entire structure, and his body continued tumbling to the platform below where he crashed with a sickening crunch.


      [image: ]Saturday afternoon, I saw Emma Ellsworth off at the station. Members of her delegation cast looks our way as she boarded the train, but I couldn’t read their meaning. I didn’t care. I was trying to decide what to say, but even after a half-week of preparation, I still didn’t know. “I never thought that someone’s knowledge of acoustics would save my life.”

“I should probably let you live with that illusion,” she responded with a thin smile. “But as I have been reminded by certain of my brothers and sisters here, honesty in my dealings means more than simply avoiding lies. I merely smashed notes at random at full volume hoping it would shock you back to awareness. I had no idea King mesmerized people in the car.” Her smile broadened, and she shook her head. “My ears still rang the next day.”

“I appreciate your sacrifice. The whistle is dented, so I doubt it can ever be used again. I suppose Deseret Steel isn’t impervious to harm, after all. I will see that the organ pipes are shipped back to you after the legal proceedings are concluded. As I’m out of a job and not too popular in this city, perhaps I shall accompany them.”

“Then perhaps we shall see each other again,” she said. “What of Prendergast?”

“Considering how anxious the officials are to make this affair go away quietly so it won’t tarnish their reputation and the conclusion of the World’s Fair, I doubt he will even be indicted. They want to believe he is just another victim of King’s powers of mesmerism.”

“As we were,” she said, glancing back at the people boarding the train. “I hope he is not a victim still, programmed to enact King’s revenge.”

“I doubt …” I began. Then I saw the sly look in her eye. “Are you still tempted?”

“Of course. But shall we say goodbye with a handshake, this time?” She extended her gloved hand. I took it. Moments later, she was gone, aboard the train bound for Utah Territory. Perhaps it was the mesmerist’s lingering suggestion, but I felt certain that I’d find myself in Salt Lake City before the New Year.
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