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      Cora, a reformed (mostly) thief and code-breaker, takes jobs no one else will take along with her fellow adventurers (sometimes called heroes).

      When Professor Humphreys accidentally creates a monster, the rag-tag group must search his booby-trapped, riddle-infested house for the antidote.

      For the first time, Cora may be out of her league. Which could mean bad news for everyone.

      Gaslamp fantasy mixes with TV’s Leverage in this story that originally appeared in Cutter’s Final Cuts: Explorers, 2021.
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      Of course Professor Humphrey’s laboratory was in a looming stone towered and turreted edifice at the top of a steep hill. He always did have a flair for the dramatic.

      I suppose it made sense in a way, as some of his experiments were less than strictly legal, oftentimes dangerous, and, some muttered under their breaths, not entirely sane.

      Still, he worked for the betterment of mankind, unlike some scientists.

      As did we, our ragtag league of adventurers. Heroes, some called us. Perhaps we were. It wasn’t something I dwelt upon.

      Our carriage had left us at the bottom of the hill, refusing to go farther. It had rained earlier in the evening, but the clouds had parted and the moon’s light gave us a milky, glistening path up to the manor. The chill in the air had caused me to pull the fur collar of my cape closer around my neck. The low, sensible heels of my brown leather lace-up boots rapped smartly on the paving stones.

      Five of us: Nellie, a scholar and explorer, the leader of our team. Edwin, a psychic and healer. Josephine, an inventor of all manner of useful gadgets. Richard, who could pilot any sort of craft and who also kept us safe. And myself, Cora, a reformed (mostly) thief and code-breaker.

      Despite our unspoken agreement that any one of us could walk away at any time for any reason, we’d been together nearly three years now. Taking on jobs nobody else could handle. Fixing problems when everyone else had failed.

      Unusual problems.

      How we found each other, how we joined into our elite and questionable team, we prefered to keep private.

      Professor Humphreys had, quite inadvertently, created a monster. He had succeeded in giving his assistant increased strength—more strength than he’d expected—but at the same time the man regressed, turning into a beast with far less of a clear mind than a human. We had no other name for him except the Beast.

      On the plus side, the professor had also created an antidote, which he had assured us was safely hidden in his office. Indeed, he didn’t want the Beast to find it and destroy it. It could be found, he said, but only by the sharpest of minds.

      We’d captured the Beast, locked him in the jail beneath the city courthouse. Professor Humphreys, unfortunately, had vanished.

      So it fell to us to find the antidote serum, and inject it into the Beast before he grew stronger and escaped. He grew stronger at the break of each dawn, so we had a narrow window of opportunity before our job became much harder—and more people were injured or killed.

      Thankfully the gaslights were still burning when we entered the house, so we weren’t plunged into darkness. It was warmer inside as well; the heating system still functioned. I slid off my cape and gloves, but unpinning my small hat would be too much work.

      The foyer was three stories high. Two massive stone staircases curved up on either side, meeting in the middle at the second and third floors to create a gallery. After the rain-washed freshness outside, the air in here smelled dusty, close. Muddy shoes lay in a jumbled pile at the foot of a dark oak armoire, its doors open to show the coats haphazardly hung inside. Despite the size of the manor, it wouldn’t surprise me if Professor Humphreys had few servants. Who would want to work here? An ornate grandfather clock to our right ticked, the sound surprisingly loud in the space, and reminding us that time was of the essence.
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