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			Books have been the gateway by which I came to steampunk. Even after following my passion for costuming and performing at steampunk events, I knew that these stories remained at the heart of my affection for the genre. A dozen years ago, in order to share that love with as many people as I could, I organized my monthly steampunk book club which I converted to a virtual gathering these last few years.

			The Temporal Textual Talks, as we call it, has led me to meet many incredible authors and editors. I discovered a dynamic and vibrant independent book scene at the heart of the steampunk community. Amongst their number, I first met Madeleine who exemplified the fierce spirit that sustains the best of our steampunk storytellers. 

			Wandering the aisles at my home away from home convention, I found Madeleine standing behind her booth, stacks of books and lovely lapel pins temptingly arrayed in front of her. I was smitten with the art but more than that, I remember my sense of delight simply chatting with 

			Madeleine. Understated and thoughtful, with a knack for wry observation that made me laugh, Madeleine instantly drew me into a lively tableside chat. I don’t remember exactly what we discussed but I do recall laughing and having to scurry off to my next engagement. 

			Fully intrigued by the author and that art, of course I had to dive into her work! I had heard about her Boston Metaphysical Society graphic novels long before I had the pleasure of meeting Madeleine in person. People recommended them to me with breathless excitement, but that first introduction really sealed my interest. I had to see how that wry observation translated to the page. 

			I started with Prelude, and I was thoroughly delighted. There was nothing pretentious about either Madeleine or her writing. Her dedication to a good story imbued each sentence. Her characters were as well wrought as her wry observations. She had an economical approach to description that made her stories both taut and vivid. More than that, in each story, Madeleine examined those complicated and tragic cultural aspects of the 19th century that have been too often ignored or erased in steampunk stories. 

			Yes, Madeleine’s stories are gripping adventures, infused with the supernatural, but they are also thoughtful meditations on the stranglehold of class, the tyranny directed at those who do not meet the status quo, and the biases that disenfranchise too many. I loved every one of these stories in Prelude. Not only was I entranced by them from the first page, but I have also continued to ponder the insights at the heart of each one. For those of you reading Prelude for the first time, you have a grand adventure ahead!

			Cheers! 

			Jocelynne Simone,

			the reader behind Madame Askew
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			WELCOME TO THE world of Boston Metaphysical Society. 

			This project started as a TV Pilot I had written while a student at the UCLA MFA Screenwriting program. On the advice of a friend, I adapted the pilot into a graphic novel, which became a six issue mini-series. While production was being done on the comic book, I decided to write short stories and novellas as companion pieces to help develop canon. Each would be a stand-alone story that are prequels to the comic, except for The Way Home, which takes place between pages 3 and 4 of the first issue. (The Way Home was originally published in A1 Anthology from Titan Comics/Atomeka Press.) Clockwork Man (originally published in eSteampunk Magazine March 2013) is unique because it takes place during my version of the American Civil War, which I refer to as “The House Wars.” With seven stories completed, I decided I finally had a large enough collection to warrant putting them together in one volume. Thus, Boston Metaphysical Society: Prelude was born.

			Ten years have passed since this project first started. There are now four graphic novel sequels, the prose novel, A Storm of Secrets, and the audio drama, The Ghost Ship. Needless to say, it was time to go back, re-edit these stories, and give it a new cover. This volume reflects those changes. Three other short stories exist but are not included in this volume. They are Here Abide Monsters, (part of the Some Time Later anthology), The Underground (part of the Next Stop on the #13 anthology), and Spies and Airships (unpublished).

			I have no doubt there will be more.

			Many thanks to my initial beta readers, Bill Meahan, Jody Susskind and Nickolas Diak, and fellow writer, Elizabeth Watasin, for her many insights and advice. And a very special thank you to my husband, David, who has helped make this journey possible.
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			THIS STORY TAKES place during the time of the House Wars, thirty-five years prior to the start of the graphic novel.

			Lucius Garrett knew he was dead when he woke up.

			He knew it because he had watched the steel rod fly through the air and plunge into his chest after the explosion. His breath had left his body as he was thrown backwards, crashing into a row of airship rigging. Now, he was awake, breathing, and very much afraid. It was clear the rumors were true. This would have been a mortal wound unless you worked for Houses Hibbard and Tillinghast of Chicago.

			Lucius woke up in a room the likes he had never seen. Steel and brass human legs and arms hung on one wall while the other was a wooden beehive filled with various sizes of gears and springs instead of honey. Imbedded into his arm was a tube made of cattle intestines, forcing a pale liquid into him by way of a steam-powered generator. A kind, but rather strange Dr. Casselberry had removed the tube as he told him what an extraordinary man Lucius was and then shown him why he was still alive.

			They had replaced his crushed heart with a clockwork mechanism which ran on a metal spiral coil inside a clock barrel large enough to operate a medium-sized timepiece. His heart valves were stitched closed with the rubberized cotton material used to create the hydrogen gas cells they manufactured, so his blood continued to flow. A flap of that same material was glued to the surrounding skin on his chest to protect it. And there was something else.

			A small device imbedded within the clockworks would explode when the mainspring ran down.

			Overwhelmed by the thought that he was alive just in time to face impending death, Lucius could barely breathe. How could he go home knowing he was a walking bomb? He told Dr. Casselberry it would have been better to let him die.

			The older man shook his head and informed Lucius that his family had perished in the same explosion which had injured him. Perplexed at how something like that could happen, Dr. Casselberry uttered one word—sabotage. Someone had lit a spark in the hydrogen gas bag factory where they worked, killing men and women alike. Lucius remembered his wife had brought their young son to work that day and screamed in anguish.

			Lucius grabbed the doctor by his lapels and slammed him against the wall, demanding he tell him how House Hibbard would allow such a thing. They had no enemies. They were not part of the war between the northern and southern Great Houses. All they did was build airships. A wiry but strong man, it took two guards to pry him off the startled Dr. Casselberry. After a few minutes, Lucius calmed himself and apologized for overstepping the boundaries of propriety.

			The doctor explained that the merger of House Hibbard with House Tillinghast brought them financial stability, but may have created more enemies as well. Rumors circulated that the Northern Houses were punishing them for not joining their war against the South. Chicago tried to stay neutral, but others wanted them involved. When Lucius asked what his patriarch Abraham Hibbard thought, Dr. Casselberry told Lucius it was his duty to his House and his family to avenge the lives that were lost. No matter what the cost.

			Lucius agreed.

			In a voice devoid of emotion, the doctor explained the task House Tillinghast set forth for him; Lucius was impressed with how well every detail had been thought out. Almost as if they had planned for this moment for a long time. But how could they? No one hoped for sabotage. You could prepare for it, try to thwart it, but if someone was determined enough to risk all—there was no way to stop them.

			Dr. Casselberry gave him just enough opiate to handle the pain from the surgery. Not that Lucius needed it. The rage in his heart burned like molten ironworks, forcing the searing agony which racked his body far out of his mind. His mission was clear. He had money, uniforms, passwords, and names of people he would pretend to know. All he had to do was arrive in Boston in five days, stand in a theater box, and wait until his clockwork heart stopped. They had never told him who his target was, and he didn’t care. Anyone who murdered women and children deserved to die.

			Two days later, Lucius was on an airship halfway between Chicago and Boston. A fierce crosswind pushed against the hydrogen balloon as it fought to stay on course. He took a deep breath, and instead of feeling his heart pump, he heard only the sound of whirring gears. Liberated from a heart which no longer existed, he was glad his time on this earth was limited, for Dr. Casselberry had told him current clock spring technology meant he would wind down in a mere eight days.

			The airship crabbed against the crosswind, then seemed to give up and turned to starboard. It vented hydrogen and descended. A crewman secured a rope ladder and threw it over the side. He gave Lucius a jerk of his head to let him know it was time.

			Apprehensive, Lucius strapped his pack on his back and stepped out of the gondola onto the ladder. He did his best not to look at the ground. An airship rigger for over eight years, he still didn’t like flying in these monster balloons he helped build.

			Landing near a cemetery caused him to wonder once again where his wife and son were buried. He had snuck out before he left to pay his respects but could not find their graves in the company plot. The newly tilled earth made it easy for him to discover several friends who had perished, but there was no sign of Mary or George. He wanted to ask Dr. Casselberry about it, but feared if he did, they wouldn’t send him to Boston.

			The rest of the journey was less adventuresome. Lucius hitched a ride to the train station on a horse-drawn cart, where he bought a ticket to Boston. He cleaned himself up in the train’s facilities and put on the nice suit of clothes he carried with him. Worried someone might hear the ticking in his chest, he tried to sit alone. When that did not work, Lucius realized the noise from the train, and the passengers masked the sound. When he arrived in Boston, Lucius followed his strict instructions and took a room in a boarding house appropriate for well-bred travelers on a budget. He paid a week’s rent in advance and settled in for the night.

			With a mere twenty-four hours to live, Dr. Casselberry suggested Lucius use this time to enjoy the small things in life: an ice cream, a fine meal, or even the company of a lovely woman. Lucius would have none of it, for without his family, it held no meaning. As he watched the sun come up after not sleeping, he tried not to let the beauty of it sway his resolve; however, impending death made every color, every sound, even odors more vibrant. The day ended more quickly than he thought possible, and he soon found himself dressed in the uniform of a Northern House. Holding on to his anger like a drowning man hanging onto a life vest, Lucius straightened his jacket and prepared to die.

			His instructions were to go to the side entrance of the theater and present his papers. He had memorized the passwords and information Dr. Casselberry had given him. When he arrived, the guards allowed him through after a brief pause over his credentials and a joke about the idiosyncrasies of his alleged employers. He marveled at the spy network House Tillinghast possessed, which provided him with such easy access.

			He kept a neutral expression as he marched up the back stairs to a corridor where the box seats were located. Two guards stood outside of the box seat where his target sat. He saw they wore the same ship emblem on their lapel like he did. Lucius gave them a nod, then tapped on the door. When he entered, Lucius expected to see the very definition of evil.

			What he found was a once-attractive, middle-aged woman and a seven-year-old boy.

			“Where is my grandson?” she barked at him. “Ma’am?” Lucius stared at her, a little dumbfounded.

			She glared at him with fierce eyes. “You’re all useless. Stay with my grandson.” The woman swept past him and out of the theater box.

			Lucius saw the boy sitting on the floor, taking apart a mechanical toy horse.

			The boy looked up at him and grinned. “Do you want to play?” he asked, holding up the toy.

			Unable to speak, Lucius slumped into a seat. He trembled with shock and anxiety. This was not how he imagined it would be. To kill a woman, a child, and a few guards, he thought to himself. How can that be right? But he hardened his resolve, knowing his own family had suffered a horrible death. It was only right that the family who had murdered his should die. He would sit here until his life ran out.

			Lucius composed himself. “No,” he responded, with no hint of emotion.

			The boy shrugged his shoulders and continued to disassemble the toy horse. With gears and springs soon spread out over the floor, he soon grew bored and plopped onto the seat next to him. He paused for a moment, then leaned closer to Lucius as if listening for something. Suddenly, his eyes lit up with joy.

			“I can hear your heart. It’s clockwork. Can I see it?” the boy pleaded.

			Used to obeying orders, Lucius opened his shirt and peeled back the flap that protected his mechanical heart.

			The boy examined it, then frowned. “You’re winding down.”

			“Time has taken on new meaning,” Lucius answered with no hint of irony.

			“You’ll die. Why’d they build it that way? It’s silly.” The boy looked annoyed. “I can fix it.”

			“What?” Stunned, Lucius tried to peer inside his own chest. “That’s not possible.”

			“They used a simple spiral mainspring instead of a reverse one. See.” The boy picked up a spring from the floor, which curled back on itself at both ends. “This is too small, but I’ve got one that should fit.” He dug into his jacket and pulled out a man’s pocket watch. “This should work.”

			Lucius grabbed the boy’s arm, dragging him in closer. “You’re lying. This is a trick,” his voice turned guttural.

			Hurt, the boy tried to pull away. “No. I can do it. Really. Why doesn’t anyone believe me but father?”

			“How long?” Lucius demanded. “How long will the main-spring last?”

			“A long time, I think. Father told me this time piece was forty years old. But if you keep replacing the mainspring before it wears out…” the boy’s voice trailed off as he shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

			Emotions roiled within him so intensely he thought he was going to be ill. Lucius gripped him harder to steady himself. If a boy could fix his heart, there was no reason Dr. Casselberry wasn’t able to. So why didn’t he? Was it all a lie? If yes, what else did he lie about? The situation was almost too much for Lucius to comprehend until he realized he was just one of the many gears in the machine known as House Tillinghast.

			The scared yet eager look on the boy’s face brought him back to reality. He released him and made a decision.

			“Be quick about it, boy.”

			Prying open the pocket watch to reveal its inner workings, Lucius saw the initials “C.W.” etched on the inside. The boy removed the mainspring and placed it in Lucius’s hand for safe-keeping. After lifting off the clock barrel head in Lucius’s chest, the boy gasped. “It’s almost wound down.”

			“If I hold my breath, would that give the mainspring more time?” Lucius asked.

			“It might. I… I think.” For the first time, the boy sounded unsure.

			“Yes or no?” Lucius demanded.

			The boy hesitated a moment, then said, “Yes.” He hovered over the device with a jeweler’s tool he used on the mechanical horse. “Now.”

			Lucius held his breath, expecting it to be his last.

			The boy shook from nervousness and dropped the main-spring on the ground. He scrambled around on the carpeted floor for a moment, then thrust his hand in the air in victory. The boy returned to his task.

			Lucius’s face turned pale, then red.

			“Almost there.” The boy announced, working as fast as he could. After a moment more, he stepped away from Lucius with a hopeful look on his face. “Breathe.”

			Lucius exhaled then inhaled. No explosion. 

			Nothing. 

			“It worked.” The boy skipped around in joy.

			As relief washed over him, Lucius felt a new emotion form–hope. But with it came a cold, hard edge meant for those who deceived him.

			“Thank you,” Lucius said as he shook the boy’s hand. After a few more words, Lucius took his leave.

			When the woman returned to find her grandson alone, she was livid. “Jonathan Weldsmore, where’s your bodyguard?”

			“He went home,” the boy replied, trying to hide his excitement.

			[image: ]

			Lucius left the theater, thinking about what he would do next. For he knew if Dr. Casselberry had lied about his clockwork heart, then he may have lied about something much more important–the death of his family. Lucius would discover the truth, no matter what it took.

			For, unlike most men, he had all the time in the world.

			The End
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			SEE NO EVIL, hear no evil, speak no evil. It was the first thing Andrew thought every time he saw the three box cameras sitting on the top shelf in his workshop.

			They reminded him of the three monkeys of an old children’s tale. One would think that cameras could not tell the difference between good and evil, but Andrew knew better. For these cameras had heard evil, seen evil, and spoken of it through every photo Andrew took.

			A faint breeze wafted through the photos clipped to the twine, causing them to shift like wind chimes. The jars of zinc bromide, silver nitrate, and sea salt jingled. On the other side of the room hung several wooden shelves lined with daguerreotype and tintype photographs, along with developing chemicals, paper, and glass plates.

			“Duncan! Behave yourself,” Andrew said to no one in a light Irish lilt.

			The breeze shifted to muss up his thick gray hair with reddish streaks. Andrew batted his hand at the invisible source of mischief. “You’ll be the death of me yet.”

			Dust on his worktable swirled around until the words Old Man appeared, written by some unseen hand.

			“Old man, my arse. I be less than two score, you nattering ghost.” Andrew snorted.

			An opaque blur formed into an ethereal young man of twenty years. His body gave the impression he was laughing, though no sound could be heard. Andrew shook his head in amusement until the quivering of the ground from the coal mining factory distracted him. Its regular pulse was as if a giant mole burrowed its way underneath the tenement streets, devouring life from one end of South Boston to the other. Most of the local inhabitants never noticed it anymore, having heard it since the day they were born. But Andrew did.

			The pulses changed in frequency and duration throughout the day. Andrew had no need of the fancy clocks and gear pieces favored by his betters to know what hour it was; he had memorized the timing of those pulses.

			He knew it wasn’t a mole that sucked the life out of the earth, but the vast gears that ground their way through the earth to spew up coal that powered the steam engines which lit up Beacon Hill. Lights he never saw or could afford to own. It was a reality he had accepted long ago, though he hoped it would be different for his young daughter.

			As he sat in the dim glow of the candle in his makeshift darkroom, Andrew tried to ignore the rumbling as he returned to work preparing his photographic plates. He washed them with water to clean off the oily surface left by the manufacturer and set them out to dry on a row of wooden plate holders. When the first one was dry, he took a glass plate and laid it out flat on his workbench. Then he reached for his bottle of silver nitrate collodion emulsion and a small, wooden trowel whose edges he had flattened out to perfection. He poured a small portion of the emulsion on the plate, then smoothed it out with the trowel. When he was satisfied with the result, he set it to the side and started on the next one.

			His diligence was born of necessity, for without this skill and his other very special talent, he and his family would live in such poverty that despair would have been a luxury. However, his abilities carried a heavy price on all of them. Though they had lived there for more than a decade, their presence was tolerated but never accepted. Andrew hoped his daughter would be free of his particular gift and he watched for any signs she might be afflicted. So far, the girl had shown none. The older she got, it was less likely she inherited his family’s talent. It was the one hope he grasped onto in his otherwise dark and dreary life.

			Andrew winced every time he moved his shoulder a certain way. The straps from his camera had left a permanent dent around the back of his neck. His trousers were black and woolen, as was his shirt, with no brass or copper filaments as befitted a man of his station. This was what Duncan would have grown up to be—if he had lived.

			He finished his task and walked over to review a row of paper photographs clipped on a piece of twine strung across the room. Each photograph told a story of the end of someone’s life. The blood. The gore. The last moment of terror etched on their faces. His photos were a visual transcript of death. Without pity, mercy, or remorse, Andrew documented each one through his camera lens. He understood death was not an absolute. For unlike other photographers, he could draw the spirits of the dead to him. From the frightened child to the most corrupt of demons. And what was worse, he could reveal them through his photos, for Andrew O’Sullivan was a medium and a spirit photographer.

			“I hope ye did not die like this, Duncan. But that be a faint hope, I fear.” Andrew turned to his spectral friend. “Would you do me a bit of a favor? If I die, would you take care of my little girl? I mean as best as ye can, under the circumstances.”

			Duncan’s hand pointed at Andrew in a rapid, urgent manner. The ethereal mist that ebbed and flowed around his body swirled in anxiety.

			“No, my boy. When I die, I’ll be gone from this world. Whatever holds ye here won’t hold me.” Andrew chuckled. “I not be like normal folk. My ties to the spirit world will not let me linger. And I do not care to be in a place without feeling my girl’s arms be about my neck.”

			The ghost floated closer and placed his unsubstantial hand on Andrew’s shoulder. “Ah, if I had a son like you, Duncan, then I’d never worry about my Caitlin.” Duncan’s wispy shape writhed, then curled into itself and disappeared.

			Bam! Bam! Bam! The door frame shuddered under the impact. Wood fractured. Splinters shook lose. Annoyed, he wiped away the words the ghost had written in the dust, then took a breath to calm himself. He opened the door. There stood Constable Strong. Though his presence was unwelcome, it almost meant there was a job for Andrew.

			Copper buttons strained against a blue wool uniform with a leather belt buckle that appeared to hold him together. A single copper filament wound around his cap, indicating his status as a lowly street constable. The man’s one fashionable flourish was a pair of tiny brass thimbles that latched onto the tips of his overgrown mustache. A bamboo cane swung over his shoulder. Not used as a walking stick, it had a more immediate and practical nature of having something handy to hit someone or something whenever he deemed it necessary.

			Used as errand boys for their superiors, they hated every minute of it. They often took out their frustrations on those who could do nothing about it. Constable Strong enjoyed intimidating Andrew, but it never worked. Andrew had seen things far more frightening than the likes of him.

			The constable’s bulk overwhelmed the small windowless room that served as kitchen and parlor. The three-room apartment had been scrubbed clean down to the wood splinters. There were a few worn pieces of furniture covered by multi-colored handmade cotton and wool quilts. It was the one piece of beauty here in an otherwise desolate apartment.

			Sweat beading across his brow, Constable Strong fidgeted with his collar. His small eyes looked nervous and betrayed his uneasiness at being there. He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by a flurry of red hair launching herself across the room and into her father’s arms.

			“Da, don’t go. You promised to teach me more about the cameras.” Caitlin O’Sullivan, seven-years-old, was the picture of freckle-faced exuberance. Dressed in a brown woolen shift and oversized shoes with no socks, her youthful energy filled the entire room. Caitlin’s lack of comportment made Constable Strong frown. With her vivacious smile and enthusiasm for learning, all that Andrew could do was hug her back. “If you go, you’ll be too tired to teach me,” complained Caitlin.

			Andrew brushed her hair back as he looked into her green eyes. “Never for you, love.”

			“Caitlin, leave your Da be. He’s got work to do. Don’t he, Constable?” Erin O’Sullivan’s harsh brogue reverberated through the air. She stood over a a modest coal-burning stove, stirring a pot of stew. Unlike most of their neighbors, there was real meat and fresh vegetables in there mixed with rich brown gravy. It was a testament to Andrew’s abilities to provide for his family.

			Erin’s once-fabulous mane of vibrant red hair was now gray and cut short. She was younger than Andrew but looked older. Erin’s beauty had long since faded, leaving a furrow of lines creased across her forehead. Her back hunched over from washing scores of floors, Erin resented this apartment, this city, this life that Andrew had talked her in to. His dreams of a new world had turned into her own personal nightmare. The woman herself wore a woven brown and black woolen dress. Scuffed laced-up leather boots were the one thing of any quality. “Go on, girl. Your Da has a job to do.”

			Caitlin looked defeated, then perked up. “I could come with you. Help you carry your plates or your bag?” Her hope was dashed with a resounding “no” from both her parents. Crestfallen, she slumped on to a wooden bench next to the only table in the room.

			Andrew kneeled and took her hands into his. “Caitlin, love. What I do, where I go, is no place for a wee girl.” 

			“I can take pictures,” Caitlin insisted.

			“That you can, love. But sometimes, I have to do something more,” Andrew replied, lowering his voice, but Erin still heard and shot him a withering glance. An impatient Constable Strong tapped his foot while Andrew leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “You study your schoolbooks. That way, one day you’ll be a teacher.” Erin snorted and turned back to her stew.

			“Yes, Da.” Chastised, Caitlin stared at her feet in defeat.

			The constable pursed his lips. “Best hurry, picture man. Doesn’t pay to keep your betters waiting.”
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			The horse-drawn buggy lurched across the cobblestone street. Andrew hung on to his camera lest the road exact its revenge over being trod on and toss his livelihood onto the floor. Constable Strong looked pale after enduring a series of potholes that would jar even the hardiest of men. Andrew knew the exact instance when they crossed the boundaries of the South Side into the Middle District. The broken cobblestone road became gravel, and their journey became one of grinding instead of jerking.

			Andrew gazed out the window to see steam-driven buggies pass by. Constable Strong watched them with obvious envy. He had no doubt the constable felt he was worthy of at least that much from the powers-that-be. Outside stood the solid brick buildings of middle-class merchants and journeymen. Those with enough money to live “properly,” as Erin said. Never scrounging for food or coal, they were always clean and fed. A few homes even had flowers in clay pots growing on their front steps. The only sound one could hear was the gravel spewing from buggy wheels. The pulse of the mining factory was far behind them.

			A dash of color caught Andrew’s eye as he dared to lean out the window. It was a matron wrangling a brood of children. He noticed her dress. Layered with different hues of green, her jacket was plain black wool, but had copper wire embroidered in the lapel and pewter buttons in the front. Andrew wished he could buy Erin such a dress, but even if he could, she would refuse to wear it, saying it would make her look like a peacock amongst a flock of Black Phoebes. What Erin hated most in the world was to stand out. In her mind, to be different was a sin—a work of the devil.

			When she discovered Andrew’s particular talent drew the interest of those she considered to be sinners, there was literal hell to pay. At first, she demanded he be exorcised, but the priests refused. For years she berated him, thinking she could argue the “devil” out of him, but that did no good. When she realized she had failed, Erin ignored what he did in the hope it would go away. It didn’t.

			In between all this, Caitlin was born. Tired of a wife who ignored him, Andrew focused his love and attention on his daughter. She was his joy and happiness. His wife did little to hide her resentment.

			The buggy lurched, and the ride smoothed out. They had entered the borough of Beacon Hill.

			Here the roads were smooth and carved stone where there was neither a hole nor a rock to impinge on the progress of the buggy. Horse-drawn carriages were few and far between. Steam-powered buggies chugged along the thoroughfare, making a gasping sound like a dying fish whenever the driver switched gears.

			When they arrived at Beacon Hill, Andrew had the same reaction he always had—awe and wonderment.

			The buildings were constructed of the finest timber and brick and embellished with brass and gold ornamentation. Carved wooden trim hung from the eaves, and each window held luxurious curtains made of velvet and tied off with silver or gold threaded rope. Flowers too exotic for Andrew to know their names stood guard in large ceramic pots by each entrance. He recognized the roses, for those were his favorite, especially the yellow ones.

			On many doors hung large brass knockers, while others had a uniformed man standing outside waiting to greet and announce visitors. The uniforms themselves told you whose House you were entering. Each was designed to reflect the status of the House and the family that lived within. The Hartstone’s doorman donned a smart, imperial-looking uniform that was deep burgundy and trimmed with gold epaulets. Their grandsire had connections into the courts of Queen Victoria and the Dowager Empress Catherine of Russia. The Monplaisir’s man next door wore suede and leather pants and a tunic with a beret upon which feathers protruded at odd angles. Their money came from west of the Alsatian province of Louisiana. Where and what they did remained a mystery to the common folk.

			Andrew looked these doormen over as he shook his head in bewilderment. “They be nothing but human door stops.”

			“And you would jump at the chance to be one,” Constable Strong retorted. “With tips and bonuses, they live in the Middle District. Some even have mistresses.” The constable motioned his head toward the opulent homes. “And most times they don’t have too far to walk to service those in need,” he leered.

			“These folk have no shame.” 

			“They can afford not to.” The constable sneered.

			The buggy veered off to the right and through an alley next to House Bridgeworth. One of the largest homes in Beacon Hill, the family controlled the majority of the banking on the east coast. Unlike their more ostentatious neighbors, the Bridgeworth’s livery was one of clean simplicity and intimidation. Their men wore black military style suits with gray piping and black leather caps. Each wore a side arm of the latest pistol sword manufactured by the French-Croatian consortium.

			The wheels rattled as the roadway turned to brick. Even the alley was constructed for comfort and cleanliness, with proper gutters and trash bins locked and secure. Constable Strong used his bamboo cane to thump the roof of the buggy. It stopped. He opened the door and hopped out. “Come along, picture man.”

			Andrew took a deep breath and relished the freshness of the air as he stepped out. It had a sweetness reminding him of flowers and fresh linen. Unlike the South Side, here there was no trash, no sewage, and no rat droppings lurking in every corner. Even the servant’s entrance had small pots of flowers and the occasional ivy trellis winding its way up the side of the building. It was heaven on earth for most of his kind, but he knew ugliness and evil existed here. In Beacon Hill, it hid behind decorum and polite society.

			A humming sound grew louder and louder. Andrew looked up to see a commercial dirigible cruising overhead. He could make out the figures of passengers gazing out the windows of the ebony gondola latched beneath her. It was a sight not seen in the tenements as the coal dust and the grit churned up from the factory blackened the sky. For a moment, he imagined himself flying high above the earth and wondered what it would be like to linger over the world, not bound to anything.

			His reverie was broken by a sharp pain behind his eyes. It shocked him until he remembered what it meant. Andrew spun around to see a lovely teenage girl in blue silk with gold and silver filigree woven through the material and carrying a matching gold and brass parasol. She stared at him from the street entrance to the alleyway. Her eyes were wide in terror and her lips trembled. Andrew pitied her for reasons never spoken in high society.

			An older woman, twice the girth of the girl and wearing a dress made of lavender silk brocade and brass filigree, walked up behind her and saw where the girl was looking. She glared at Andrew, then motioned with her head to the constable. He responded by shoving Andrew in the back.

			“Don’t be staring at your betters. Particularly a young girl. Some might get the wrong impression,” the constable groused.

			The woman ushered the girl away, though she glanced back one more time before disappearing around a corner.

			“Who was the young mistress?” Andrew asked. 

			“That is none of your business, picture man,” the constable snapped back.

			“Please. I won’t bother her. You know that,” Andrew insisted. 

			The constable sighed. “She’s Miss Elizabeth Weldsmore. Daughter to one of the richest men in Boston, not that you would know that.”

			But Andrew did know. And he knew something else. The girl was a medium, and she was terrified. Andrew wondered what she was frightened of more—him or the fact she had met someone like herself. He guessed she hid it from her parents and her friends, but over time it would consume her unless she had guidance, as he’d had from his mother and uncle. He thanked God or whatever entity controlled their destiny that his dear Caitlin was not this young woman. She would be free to live without the burden of hearing and feeling tortured spirits caught in the limbo between this life and the next.

			“Stop dawdling. The detective is waiting.” Constable Strong gave Andrew another shove. They entered through the servant’s entrance off the kitchen.

			Detective Angus Mallory was a strange man with an even stranger upbringing. Born to a prostitute and a wealthy Middle District merchant, he had the distinction of being able to walk across social boundaries where others would be barred. His raw intellect and ability to find dirt on anyone allowed him to cajole and bribe his way into a job he was well suited for. It was a gift he learned from his mother, who had blackmailed his father into giving him an education above his social station. Mallory rewarded her devotion by buying her a cottage in the Middle District with a small stipend on which to indulge her fascination with needlepoint. Attention to detail did not fall far from the tree, nor did his mother’s looks.

			Where his father had been a colossal bear of a man with the strength of a coal miner, Mallory had a slight, almost feminine body. When he was a boy, many mistook his appearance for weakness. They were mistaken. For what he lacked in physical strength, he made up in deviousness and intelligence. Classmates who crossed him often found themselves set up for humiliation and expulsion. They could never prove he had done it, but everyone knew. Aware of his lack of vigor, Mallory improved his conditioning by taking up a rigorous routine of boxing and calisthenics as soon as he hit puberty. The result was a wiry man with sinuous muscle layered upon his body.

			When Andrew entered the room, Detective Mallory saw a middle-aged man who would be an old man much sooner than he should have. However, he had no control over that, nor did he care. Andrew was there to give him a unique perspective on crime scenes. Between his photographs and his other “ability,” He had cleared all of his cases, much to his colleagues’ chagrin. And he didn’t mind letting them know it. Mallory knew one day his arrogance would get him killed, but for now he relished rubbing his colleague’s noses into it.

			The detective crooked his finger at Andrew to follow him. Andrew shifted the camera on his neck as he rebalanced his bag full of plates. A tripod stuck out of the top. He accompanied Mallory towards the servant’s quarters. Constable Strong followed until Mallory put his slender hand on the bigger man’s chest and gave him a look that would stop a man cold. Not sure whether to be angry or afraid, the constable stopped. “I’ll wait outside. Take in the sights.”

			Mallory watched the constable leave, then turned to Andrew. “Does he suspect what you can do yet?”

			“Nay, Detective Mallory.” Andrew shook his head. “That one be more scared of his own shadow than the likes of me. And if it’s not out-of-place, sir, he not be too bright.”

			“Good,” Mallory chuckled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. When they have an ounce of intelligence, then they start asking questions. And we can’t have that, can we, Andrew?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Come.” Detective Mallory turned and headed in the direction of the servant’s quarters.

			They wound their way through the lower section of the house. It was clean and functional by Beacon Hill standards, but not the lap of luxury. Walls painted a plain ivory color and wooden floors with not a piece of gold, copper or even pewter in sight. It was typical of the culture among those of extreme wealth. They would not allow those who worked for them to possess or display anything that signified other than their station in life. To do so resulted in the loss of one’s position or arrest.

			Andrew followed Detective Mallory through the maze of hallways until they stopped near a storage room where two other constables stood guard on each side of the closed door. “Anyone enter?” Mallory asked. The eldest of the constables shook his head.

			Mallory motioned for both of them to leave. Neither of them even glanced at Andrew as they hurried away. 

			“Andrew?” Mallory beckoned to him as he opened the door. Before Mallory entered, he saw a young man ushering a sobbing, stout older woman down the hall. Dressed in a black and gray dress with tiny accents of copper on her collar, he deduced she was the head housekeeper. He noticed the hem of her dress was wet and made a mental note to talk to her later.

			Andrew walked over, bracing himself for whatever he was about to see.

			His eyes were drawn to a trail of blood staining the hardwood floor. Andrew’s first thought was that they would have to tear the flooring out to remove the stain, though he guessed the masters of the house would make some poor housemaid try to scrub it out first.

			The blood led to a pair of men’s boots. Mud was ground into the soles. Dirt and grass stained his work pants. Next to them were the unadorned leather shoes of a housemaid. Her bloody body draped over his like they had been dancing before they met this very gruesome end. The man had a gaping wound from his groin to his chest, while she had one that severed her spine; sticking out of it was a large butcher knife.

			Andrew hoped they had been doing something that brought them happiness before this.

			“Well?” Mallory asked.

			“Give me a minute,” Andrew pleaded. Mallory tapped his foot and scowled.

			Andrew took one step forward when he felt an overwhelming nausea. He staggered, then steadied himself. He knew what was coming next and braced himself against the wall. With his eyes closed, he took a deep breath and concentrated.

			A misty blue color seeped into his brain, then swirls of gray and black shot with iridescent violet and green. The colors coalesced into images.

			He opened his eyes to see the ghostlike image of the young maid screaming. Blood on her chest and hands. Then a young man. A butler? A footman? No. A gardener. His hands calloused. Dirt under his fingernails. Was he the killer? No. He was already dead, his body crumpled and lifeless as the young maid stood screaming over him, then hugging him. Her lover? She caught a flash out of the corner of her eye. A knife. It plunged into her back. She fell over the corpse of the gardener, their blood pooling together. Their lives comingling in death where it could not in life. Then someone dipped their fingertip into the blood and touched the maid’s cheek. The vision faded.

			Andrew gasped as a sharp pain in his head caused him to wince and stumble backwards. Mallory caught him by the elbow. He hung on just long enough to steady Andrew, then released him, not bothering to hide his distaste at being forced to touch someone.

			“What did you see?,” the detective asked.

			“The young man be dead when she entered. His spirit’s gone. I could get nothing from him. But I think someone dipped their finger in the blood then touched the girl there.” Andrew pointed at a small smear of blood on the housemaid’s cheek, then wiped the sweat from his face. “The pictures will tell me more.”

			“Then take them. I want to see what demon would dare to enter this house.”

			“This be the work of man, not demons, detective. Let me see what I can get on the negative plates,” Andrew responded.

			“Fine. Get it done. I want this case cleared. Wouldn’t do to mar my perfect record, would it?”

			“No, sir.”

			Mallory left the room to wait just outside the door. “Finish before the damn house supervisor complains about us not letting them clean up.”

			Andrew set up his tripod and camera. He inserted the glass plate into it, then adjusted the camera angle to get as much of the scene as possible. Done with one angle, he rotated the camera around, inserting new plates, taking pictures of the entire scene.

			The noise of leather shoes distracted him. He heard voices outside the room. One was Mallory. The other was the house supervisor, complaining they were taking too long. They always did that. They were not being disrespectful; it was their job to keep the house running without any problems. No one wanted to lose their position over a dead person.

			Andrew packed up the camera and the plates, then walked over to the door.

			A sturdy, middle-aged house supervisor wearing the black and gray livery of House Bridgeworth towered over Mallory. His voice boomed demands, but his face and body grieved. “Are you taking pictures? That’s… that’s an abomination. How dare you?” The house supervisor moved to enter the room, but Mallory stepped in his way.

			“This is how I do my job,” said Mallory. “Was that the head housekeeper I just saw? Did she find the bodies? I’ll need to speak to her.”

			“She’s too distraught. What kind of policeman are you to ask such a thing?”

			“The kind that solves cases. Now, what do you want?”

			The aggrieved house supervisor clenched his hands in anger, but kept them at his side. “The mistress wants you out so that a proper cleaning can be done.”

			Mallory glared at him. “Mistress Bridgeworth will have to wait until my investigation is over. Even she has to obey the law.”

			“I would give you the time you would need, but…” the house supervisor tried to explain, but Mallory cut him off.

			“This is no debate. Go tell your mistress I’ll need to talk to the staff as well.”

			The house supervisor sagged in defeat and worry. “As you wish, sir.” He shuffled away.

			Andrew remained stoic throughout the exchange. Mallory eyed him.

			“You think I’m a heartless bastard, don’t you?”

			“You just be doing your job. Though I reckon one day one of them’s gonna put your head on a spit,” Andrew remarked.

			Mallory stared at him for a moment, then burst out laughing. “I do like you, Andrew. Now go develop those and meet me back at my office. I have more interviewing to do. Oh, and by the way….” The detective pulled a lemon out of his jacket. “I filched this for you.” He tossed it at Andrew, who caught it with one hand, slipped it into his pocket, and headed out.

			[image: ]

			With the exposed plates stacked on his workbench, Andrew reached under it to bring out three of his most prized possessions—three deep-dish glass trays: One for developing, one for fixing and the last for stopping the action of the developer. Andrew pulled the lemon out of his pocket and set it aside. Then he went to work mixing a potassium bromide solution together with a pinch of sea salt. Andrew poured it into the first glass dish. With a small, thin knife, he sliced off a tiny section of lemon, just enough for juice to pucker up out of the pulp. The second one he coated with a thin slice of lemon and added clean water. He poured in a mixture of water and ammonium carbonate into the last one.

			Andrew put on his sturdy leather gloves, picked up one plate and eased it into the first dish. He rocked it back and forth, letting the solution wash over it. As the images emerged, he saw the body of the young maid; her body sprawled over the gardener’s as if it were posed. Andrew moved the plate to the second bath and swirled it around in the acidic solution. Here was where he would know if he had succeeded or not.

			The girl’s spirit slowly came into view. First her hands, then the edge of her dress, then the rest of her body. Faces were always last. Andrew never understood why.

			He studied her expression. There was anguish, hurt, and loss. All reflected in a single moment. Something about her posture told him she had just found the body of the gardener. The image of her spirit faded. He placed the plate into the dish with the stopper to finish the process, then laid it to dry. Andrew hoped the next plate told him more.

			A breeze brushed by him. “Don’t be bothering me now, Duncan.” Intent on his task, Andrew ignored the sometimes bothersome ghost.

			Andrew repeated the process. This time, she faced someone. There was a look of relief on her face, as if help had come. Once again, the image faded.

			The third plate revealed her back turned to her assailant, but with the horror of shock and pain on her face. Andrew examined it more closely and saw her back had been slit, severing her spine.

			These images made a couple of things clear to Andrew; the attacker was strong, and the girl knew who attacked her. The ghostly image faded.

			He slumped onto his stool and shook his head in frustration. No matter how hard he tried, he could not find the right developing solution to hold the images of human spirits for long. Something in the developing solution held the key, but he did not have time to figure it out. He needed to print these images and get them to the detective as soon as possible. The detective valued speed and paid for it.
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			The house supervisor had been correct. Mistress Bridgeworth did not appreciate any interruptions to the smooth operations of her home. It wasn’t until Mallory insinuated that a scandal might ensue if he leaked this to the press, and the resulting stock drop of their bank shares, that the lady relented. He took temporary possession of the house supervisor’s office and interviewed the staff one by one. The usual picture presented itself of a household staff unwilling to talk except to say how much they loved the master and mistress and how well treated they were. They had no idea who might have killed the housemaid, whose name was Anna, and the young gardener, whose name was Jack. One teary-eyed housemaid admitted that the young couple fancied each other, but insisted they were doing nothing indecent.

			Interviewing Mistress Bridgeworth was another matter.

			It was only after it became apparent the detective was going to continue to disrupt her staff did she deign to speak to him.

			Mallory stood outside two enormous iron doors to the parlor while a butler announced him. He knew his request was granted when the massive gears inside the walls began to creak. Two footmen struggled with the gears, but once the teeth were in motion, the door slid open. The room revealed itself to be better than standard for even the wealthiest of families.

			Steam-driven electrical lighting illuminated the room. A magnificent crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling even though three large bay windows let in plenty of sunlight. The curtains were burgundy velvet with ropes made of gold thread. Two loveseats upholstered with ivory silk and trimmed with brass fittings nestled a mahogany coffee table. Small but tasteful fresh flower arrangements adorned the table and the mantel.

			The lady in question stood in the middle of this opulent room.

			Tall for a woman, Mistress Emily Bridgeworth had braided her auburn, gray-streaked hair with copper wire, then tied it up in a bun. Her dress was the latest Victorian fashion of blue and gold silk brocade trimmed with gold scallops at the hem. With a lined, angular face, her disapproval did not have to be voiced as her body language spoke volumes.

			Mallory gave her a cursory bow. Just enough to acknowledge her status yet not belittle his own. “Mistress Bridgeworth, how kind of you to see me.”

			“Detective Mallory, you have questions. Ask them and leave. I have more important things to attend to,” the lady demanded of him.

			Mallory took on his most charming façade. “Where were you and your husband last night?”

			Mistress Bridgeworth stared at him for a moment, then answered without emotion. “At the Monplaisir’s dinner party. We arrived at seven and promptly left at eleven. We are not ones to overstay our welcome.”

			“Of course not,” Mallory replied. “Was anything amiss when you returned?”

			“Like a knife wielding man running rampant through the house? I should think not.” She kept her impatience in check. “Is that all?”

			“One more thing,” Mallory paused, “Where is your head housekeeper?”

			“I’ve given her a brief holiday. This whole sorry incident has upset her too much.”

			“And she made this request herself?”

			“I’ve answered enough of your questions. You may leave now,” she said, as her annoyance increased. “You can show yourself out.” She turned away from him.

			“Then she didn’t request it?”

			“Such requests come through our house supervisor.”

			“Thank you, Mistress Bridgeworth.” Mallory backed out and almost tripped over Edward Bridgeworth, her son and heir. He was tall and angular like his mother with the same auburn hair, but where she had an attitude of indifference, Mallory could feel his resentment at his presence.

			“You heard my mother, detective. You’re done here,” Edward proclaimed.

			Mallory gave him a slight bow and left.

			[image: ]

			Andrew clutched his bag of prints to his chest while he sat outside Mallory’s office at police headquarters on a wooden bench reserved for criminals awaiting trial. It was the constable’s way of attempting to humiliate Andrew and annoy Mallory. The detective didn’t care, and neither did Andrew. When the detective returned, he motioned for Andrew to follow him.

			Inside the office were a plain oak desk and a steam-powered incandescent light hanging from the ceiling. Several wooden file cabinets were lined up against one wall, each labeled by alphabet. Every paper and pencil was in a precise place. Mallory’s prized possession sat in the middle of the desk. It was a steam-powered typewriter. The keys were so powerful they could emboss metal. The only other person who possessed one was the chief of police.

			Mallory displayed it prominently to remind everyone that even though he could never be a chief inspector, he had enough leverage to get pretty much anything else he wanted.

			Andrew pulled out his photos and lined them up on the edge of the desk.

			“Before I lost the images, I saw that here she found the poor lad.” He pointed to the next one. “Here she thinks someone has come to help.” The third one he kept his finger on. “And this is where he stabs her. But I recall in my vision I saw someone dip his finger in blood and touch her cheek. Gentle like.”

			“She knew her killer.”

			“I think you be right, Detective.”

			Mallory leaned over and examined the photos. “The head housekeeper found the body, but she is conveniently on holiday.”

			“That be most rare.”
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