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Acts of Love
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He called himself Adam, and all he wanted was love.


The man who was not quite a man walked across his laboratory, moving awkwardly on a leg still stiff from his accident in the Arctic long years before. His basement workspace was low, cramped, and crowded with shelves, tables, and the myriad tools of his myriad trades, but the unlovely setting only enhanced the luminous beauty of the woman on his examination table. Her hair was the color of a blackbird’s wing, her skin pale as snowy alpine peaks, her flesh still cold from the shards of ice she’d arrived packed in. There were no marks on her throat, which meant she had probably been smothered, or possibly poisoned. No matter. The chemical preparation he’d used to replace her blood had flushed away any toxins or disease she’d suffered in life.


Adam attached the hand-woven filaments of wire to her brow, and inserted a metal probe into a tiny bloodless incision over her heart. The wires ran back to a tall wooden shelf that held row upon row of earthenware jars, bubbling with caustic chemicals that combined to produce that modern marvel, captive electricity.


Others who’d attempted similar courses of scientific inquiry had been forced to rely on lightning strikes or tanks of electrified eels and fish to provide the necessary electricity, but science—that bloodless maiden, that haughty mistress, that fecund mother—had advanced since those dark days. Adam himself had perfected these batteries, which stored electricity in greater quantity and dispersed it in more controlled voltage than other designs generally available. He could easily have become wealthy by selling the innovation—the craze for electricity was still growing—but his researches were adequately funded by his patron, and beyond those needs, money did not interest him.


Truth did. Life did. Love did.


After double-checking the thick leather straps that held the slender woman to the operating table, he limped over to a pitted wooden lever fixed to the wall, at the nexus of a dozen wires. He pulled the handle down, and the room filled with a hum that tasted of lemons and a scent that sounded like chimes. Since his misadventures and near death in the Arctic sixty-five years ago, something had changed in him, and Adam’s senses were no longer like those of other men. Sound bled into taste and scent into sound, the result of strange cross-connections deep in the structure of his brain. Those changes were indicative of damage, perhaps, but he’d since lived a normal human span without suffering any further deterioration, and on balance, he considered his textured perceptions a blessing. He felt sorry for the mass of men, with their sequestered senses, seeing only the reflections of light, hearing only the vibrations of air—their experience of the world must be like listening to a single lonesome flute, while to Adam, the world was a symphony.


The woman on the table moved, limbs jerking, back arching as best it could against the bondage of the straps, but that movement alone meant nothing—a current passing through the corpse of a frog would make the beast jerk, muscles jumping and tightening, but such movement had nothing to do with life, no more than a dead branch that waved in the wind did.


After the appropriate interval, the seconds counted off in Adam’s metronomically accurate mind, he shut off the current, and the woman went limp on the table. Adam carefully removed the wires from her body and pressed his ear against her chest, between her breasts, and listened.


Her heart was beating again—the sound tasted like the brine of the sea—which meant this was, at least, not that kind of failure. Perhaps half the time, his experiments never even made it this far, the bodies of his subjects too damaged in subtle internal ways to be revived, and they simply remained dead on the table—later to be chopped up as food for the other kind of failure, or at least, the ones he kept.


He leaned forward, looking into the woman’s face, so tranquil and composed. “Arise,” he whispered, a ritual with no scientific basis, but one he indulged in nonetheless.


The woman opened her eyes. Her pupils were enormous, black chasms squeezing the irises into thin bands of impossible-to-ascertain color, but that didn’t necessarily mean she was—


“Unggaahhh!” she said, and though the pitch and timbre of her voice were individual, the quality of the moan was familiar, and brought a taste of ash and bile to his mouth. That moan was a sound of hunger, and of desperate, senseless need. She jerked her head toward him and snapped her teeth together hard enough to chip one of her own incisors, but Adam was still far faster than ordinary men, and her bite missed closing on the flesh of his cheek. She jerked her head from side to side and strained against the straps—the restraints creaked, but they held. The woman was far stronger now than she had been before her death and resurrection, using her muscles to their full potential without being troubled by pain or strain or soreness, but she was not Adam’s first subject, or even his twentieth, and the straps were strong enough, and held.


Another failure. They were all failures, so far, but love was enriched by struggle, was it not? A love that came easily might be lost easily as well, after all. Adam noted the results of the experiment in his journal, using a cipher of his own invention, then pondered. She was lovely, and it would be marvelous to keep her for his honor guard. His researches were ongoing, and if he kept her, he might someday be able to give her a truer resurrection… but no. She was too lovely, and it had been a while since Adam had sent his patron a woman who could work. His associates would not continue to bring him these poor dead girls if he did not occasionally give them some profit in return.


Adam tore off a half-sheet of paper and scratched out a brief note in a more accessible code, one that would have seemed like a meaningless and dull personal note to any reader but its intended recipient. He made his way upstairs to the ground floor of his narrow house, squeezed among warehouses not far from the widely-shunned walled area that included most of what had once been Whitechapel. He donned his hooded cloak, slipped on the plain white mask that hid his features, and cracked open the door.


Outside it was early evening on a squalid London street. The sky was already lit by the strange lights—the newspapers called them the “aurora anglais”—that had appeared a month before, and that some blamed on the Queen’s new lover and his rumored atmospheric experiments. Adam did not care about the lights, or their cause, in more than an abstract way. His concerns were far more earthbound.


He called out, “You, boy,” to no one in particular, and a dirty-faced urchin emerged from a shadow, saying “Sir?” but not coming close enough to touch. Adam was careful to take his special deliveries only late at night and through the tunnels beneath his house, but even so he was the subject of wild rumors—that he was a vivisectionist, that he’d been horribly scarred in an experiment (hence the mask), that he was a Peer afflicted with the Constantine Affliction (also hence the mask), and other such speculations. But despite their misgivings, a few of the urchins who squatted nearby had learned he was good for the occasional coin, and he usually found one brave enough to approach him. “Do you know the sweet shop on Hay Street?”


The boy nodded.


“Give this letter to the shopkeeper.” He held out the sheet, and the boy quickly snatched it, darting in and out of seizing range as fast as he could. Foolish boy. Adam could catch him in a flicker if he wished. Before injuring his leg, Adam had been fast enough to run down wild deer and boar without becoming winded, and when the situation required, he could ignore the pain of old wounds and reach nearly those speeds again.


Adam tossed the boy a coin—a pittance, by Adam’s standards, but enough to make the boy a little king for a day, or else a target of those who preferred theft to running errands. “Be quick now.”


“Want I should bring word back?” This boy was bolder, or perhaps merely more desperate for money, than most of his fellows.


“No. There will be no reply.” None was necessary. The arrangements were now routine. The man at the sweet shop would send word to his employer, who would in turn send men in the dark of night to collect the latest failed experiment and—Adam hoped—drop off another subject. There were always dead young women to be found in London, especially in the taverns and gambling halls of Southwark, the narrow lanes of Alsatia, in the lamplit alleys of Limehouse, in all the myriad brothels of the East End—at least, those portions that had not been walled off to save the city from the seething chemical reactions and ever-burning fires inside.


Adam returned to his front hall, already weary at the thought of the labors that lay before him. He would feed the woman some meat—he had no human flesh to hand just now, and in the absence of spare corpses, he fed the mindless reanimated ones offal, because it was cheap: kidneys, lungs, brains. After she was fed, he would etherize her into unconsciousness. Fortunately, her kind still breathed, and ether still had its effect. To feed a living person and then anesthetize them was dangerous, an invitation to vomit and subsequent aspiration, but the dead had iron stomachs.


When she was unconscious, he would cut off her hair (reserving it to be fashioned into a wig by other hands and then sold—his associates had so many ways to profit), remove the top of her skull, and make the necessary changes in her brain. The device he would implant there took advantage of recent advances in magnetic technology, and had a most striking effect on behavior. The ravenous, inhumanly strong creature he’d created would awaken biddable, docile, and capable of following simple instructions. Despite the semblance of obedient life, she would remain empty of self and incapable of thought or true emotion. Even so, Adam did not like to think long on the uses to which she would be put by his associates—placed in one of the lowliest of the now-illegal brothels and passed off as a living girl, albeit one heavily drugged… He shuddered.


Adam twitched aside the curtain by his door and looked into the empty street, brooding on the city beyond, his thoughts turned from love toward the filth of humanity. London, victim of three Great Fires and innumerable smaller ones, the eternal Phoenix rebuilt every time, even after the alchemical blaze of 1829. Parts of that fire still flickered greenishly, and might burn forever as far as anyone knew, in the walled-off section of the city. People who slept too near the contained area reportedly suffered horrible dreams and, sometimes, miraculous healing, but Adam put little stock in such anecdotes.


Despite their city’s repeated immolations, the people of London still breathed, mated, gambled, wrote, composed music, drank laudanum, smoked opium, stabbed one another, studied the great poets, built houses, danced at parties, delivered unto him their beautiful dead… and eternally disappointed him. There were times when he missed the long years he’d spent essentially hibernating in the Arctic, brooding and waiting for a death that never came.


The city, he mused, seemed almost to be a vast experimental chamber, with Adam as its subject.


And its aim, to discover how long it would take for his desire for love to curdle into something altogether darker.





The Marriage of Two Minds
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Pembroke “Pimm” Halliday woke with an abominable pain in his head, a throat as dry as week-old bread, and last night’s final regurgitation perfuming his breath. He rang for his valet—the ringing of the bell almost enough to make his skull shatter, he fancied—but the cursed man did not appear in the doorway with a cup of tea and a solicitous smile, or even at all.


Pimm struggled into his Oriental silk robe—it was a bit like wrestling an ape, which Pimm had done once, though not while sober—and walked with great care into the front room of his apartment. He called “Ransome, are you here?” in a uselessly soft voice, but a louder cry would only have invited further cranial cataclysm.


“Ransome has given his notice,” Freddy said. Pimm’s oldest friend and dearest confidant sat in a bright corner of the room, reading a newspaper, at ease in a chair placed regrettably beneath an unshaded window that faced east. “Have you seen the latest Argus? Well, of course not, you’ve been abed. This article by Mr. E. Skye, about the so-called river monsters purportedly seen in the Thames, with each witness drunker than the last? It’s marvelous. Though I’d wager none of the witnesses were drunker than you last night, dear—you wouldn’t have noticed a river monster if it swam through your bathtub. Mr. Skye’s story strikes just the right tone of mordant hilarity without edging quite into disrespect, quoting liberally from the river men and letting their own words do the job. His talents are really wasted on journalism, he should—”


Pimm’s mind slowly began operating at something approaching its usual level of efficiency. “Ransome is gone? He’s left our service? Why the devil would he do that?” Pimm sat down in another chair, as far from the light as possible. He squinted; Freddy didn’t appear to be wearing much in the way of clothing, and if not for the backlighting, shocking amounts of flesh would likely be on display. “Lord, man, cover yourself! How often have I told you I have no desire to gaze upon your flesh?”


“So avert your eyes.” Unperturbed, Freddy sipped tea, somehow deftly managing cup, newspaper, and cigarette all at once. “If you had to wear a corset every time you went outside, you’d relish these unconfined moments as much as I do. As for Ransome, he said he simply couldn’t abide the prospect of cleaning out another basin of your vomit, and so he gave his regrets. I told him I quite understood, and paid him through the end of the month. I promised him a glowing reference, though I gather he already has another offer.”


“I hope you weren’t dressed like this during that conversation.” Pimm squirmed down in the chair and pulled the front of his robe up over his head to cover his eyes. Ah, blissful dimness. “Or should I say undressed.”


“If I’d been dressed like this, he would certainly have stayed, don’t you think? He probably would have pledged himself to my service—he was always scandalized that I don’t have a ladies’ maid.”


“Not as scandalized as any ladies’ maid who came to serve you would be,” Pimm said. “Couldn’t you have tried to change his mind? Ransome made a good cup of tea, and an even better brandy and soda. I could use one of those now. Either one, really. Both, for preference.” He briefly peeked out of the robe. “That was a hint.”


“There’s a kettle in the kitchen. Help yourself.”


“You know I’m terrified of that stove. In my day we cooked over fire, not bottled lightning. Well. One cooked. I did not cook.”


“You’re a child, Pimm. We live in an age of wonders, the world transformed by electricity, magnetism, alchemical innovations—”


“And what’s it used for, hmm?” Pimm uncovered his head and gave Freddy his most cutting glare. “New ways to murder people and the fabrication of clockwork prostitutes.”


“Clockwork prostitutes could have come a little sooner, by my preference,” Freddy said frostily.


Pimm winced. “Quite, of course, I didn’t mean… I apologize.” During the early days of their current arrangement Freddy had descended fairly often into black moods that sometimes lasted for days, sullen storms punctuated by furious flashes of unreasoning anger, but in the past year things had settled down as Freddy grew accustomed to the new status quo, and had been positively chipper on the whole. It was impressive, really. Freddy had been through a rough few years, a victim of illness and society and family all at once. Pimm wasn’t sure he’d have adapted half so well.


When Freddy rose and walked across the room, Pimm couldn’t help himself. He peeked. An instant later he turned his eyes away from the creamy flash of breasts, the shapely line of leg, the smooth muscle of thigh. “Cover up, please, I can’t bear it!”


“You’re a beast,” Freddy said, amused, and stood sorting through a pile of paper on the table by the door. “It’s a good thing I’m not really your wife, or such an outcry might bruise my feelings.”


“Tell that to the Church of England,” Pimm said. “They certainly consider us well and truly wed.”


“Except that legally I’m still a man, which tends to invalidate your argument.”


“What the Church doesn’t know…” Pimm muttered. Victims transformed by the Constantine Affliction were, legally speaking, considered to be the same sex they’d been at birth—otherwise you could have a daughter transforming into a firstborn son and inheriting her father’s estate over her younger brothers. In practice, though, most victims of the Affliction went into hiding, or tried to pass as their original sex, or—like Freddy—simply changed their identities and began a new life. The women transformed into men preferred that latter path, especially, as it tended to open up all sorts of new possibilities for them.


“Never has there been a more inconvenient marriage of convenience, eh?” the lady of the house said. “Fine, I’ll dress.” Freddy went into the bedroom, not bothering to shut the door, and called out. “I’m going to a salon later today. Christina Rosetti may be there. Her recent poetry isn’t up to the standards of her Goblin Market, but still, she’s very interesting.” Freddy emerged, walking and gazing into a hand mirror at the same time.


“You modern women and your intellectual pursuits. Between your tinkering with inventions downstairs and your writing of poetry upstairs, you constitute a one-person society of arts and sciences.” Pimm risked a glance at his friend, then winced and looked away. “You were hideous when you were a man, Freddy, with a face like a frog, and ankles like a stork’s. How is it that after the fever you became so, so….”


Freddy put the mirror down on a side table and stepped in front of Pimm’s chair, hands on hips. He—she—Curse it. Pimm tried, in private, to avoid the use of pronouns in relation to this person who was technically his spouse, though to most eyes, Freddy was indeed female, and was more generally known by the nom de what-have-you of “Winifred Halliday née Sandoval,” or more properly “Lady Pembroke.” Calling Freddy “she” and “her” seemed more and more natural every day, which made public appearances less fraught with opportunity for confusion, but also seemed in some way a betrayal of the man who had been Pimm’s friend for so long.


Freddy now wore a partially-unbuttoned and fortunately oversized man’s shirt and, it seemed, nothing else. Her hair was a golden cloud, her nose adorably snub, her lips plump and currently frowning. “If I were uglier, I’d be wearing a false mustache and binding down my breasts with strips of cloth and passing for male like some of the other bastards, who were luckier in their transformations.” Freddy sighed. “Though I suppose I’m lucky too—I didn’t die, or get stuck halfway through the change, like some.” The Constantine Affliction was unpredictable and cruel in its course, though many expressed the opinion that being transformed into a woman must surely be a fate worse than death. Spoken like someone who had never died, Pimm always thought.


“And you spared me the horrors of marrying someone else,” Pimm said. “Someone of whom my relatives might have approved.” Pimm’s marriage to the mysterious Winifred Sandoval—a person of no particularly notable family connection—hadn’t delighted his aunts and uncles or his elder brother the Marquess, but he’d made an impassioned speech about true love and they’d eventually agreed to go along with things, mostly just to stop him quoting love poetry. The wise old heads of the family were happy to see him married to someone, anyway, and hoped he would stop embarrassing his illustrious older brother and the rest of the Halliday line now that he’d settled down with a good woman.


He had, alas, disappointed them. They didn’t mind the drinking and the gambling and the bon vivant lifestyle, really—every well-established family had its dissolute spendthrifts. It was… the other thing. His hobby. The one thing he did well other than drinking and playing whist. The thing that got his name in the papers.


“Mmm,” Freddy said. “It’s good to know I saved some poor woman from a life of misery at your side. Oh, a letter came for you. It’s by the door—I had intended to place it in your hands, out of deference to the headache you clearly have, but then you insulted my physique and demanded I cover myself up.”


“Your physique is fine. That’s the problem.” Pimm rose, groaning, and went to the table by the door while Freddy sashayed away back to her bedroom. His spouse had been practicing a feminine carriage, but took too many lessons from women of the wrong class. Pimm sorted through the post until he found the letter Freddy meant. He tore it open and read the few lines while standing by the door, then crushed the paper in his fist. “Damnation. Freddy!” he shouted. “What time is your salon?”


“I have a few hours yet, though I thought I’d do some shopping beforehand.” Freddy emerged, still underdressed. “Why do you ask?”


“Abel Value wants to meet with me.”


“Oh, my.” Freddy looked at the ceiling for a moment, humming a bit. “When?”


“He proposes to meet for lunch.”


“Drat. And we had a scientist coming to the salon today, an expert on certain fish who sometimes change their sex. He has some interesting ideas about the causes of the Constantine Affliction. Something about pollution in the water supply, I think.”


“Better than the ministers who say the transformations are judgments from God, because men have become too feminine and women too much like men, though to be honest I’m not fit to judge either argument on its merits, being as ignorant of biology as I am of theology. I suppose I can handle things with Value myself…”


“Pish,” Freddy said. “Where will you meet him? The Luna Club?”


“I wouldn’t want to be seen with him in my club, and he knows it. No, he proposes to meet here.”


Freddy nodded, thoughtful. “Hmm. The closet in your bedroom shares a wall with this room, and at midday that side of the room is fairly well shadowed. I can drill two small holes, one to look through, the other to press the barrel of the air-pistol against. Just make sure Mr. Value sits in that chair, facing the window, so the sun is in his eyes, and so I can get a clear shot at him, if need be.”


“He’ll probably bring one of his men,” Pimm said. “Who will, doubtless, loiter by the door unless called upon.”


“Three holes, then,” Freddy said. “And I’ll prepare both pistols.”


“You’re the best wife a man could hope for,” Pimm said.


Freddy grinned wolfishly, and that, at least, had not changed a bit with his transformation from man to woman. “In certain respects, at least,” Freddy agreed.





Scandal and Poppycock
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Eleanor Irene Skyler, called Ellie by her friends (though her byline ran as “E. Skye,” with the extra “e” at the end because her editor felt it added a touch of sophistication), stepped off the self-propelled streetcar and directly into a heap of horse manure. She did not curse aloud, because though she was of necessity more independently-minded than most women in the city, she could not entirely forsake her upbringing. After scraping off her shoe as best she could on a cobblestone, she stepped around another heap of horse leavings and made her way toward the offices of the London Argus, not far from Printing House Square.


The streets of London were still very much contested territory, with the new electrified carts rumbling along their pre-ordained routes while more traditional folk tried to prevent their horses from being run over. And, of course, most everyone was far too poor for horse or electric cart, and made their way on foot. There had been a few noteworthy crashes involving the electrical omnibuses, some of which she’d covered for the paper, and so she rode the bright red “devil carts” as often as she could in hopes of being a firsthand witness to another such disaster. Even most Londoners who could spare the fare didn’t bother with the carts, both for fear the things would crash and because they didn’t go much faster than a brisk walk anyway—though the latter problem tended to mitigate the severity of the former. The omnibuses were part of Sir Bertram’s brave new vision for the future for London, though, and so the Queen insisted they keep running. Perhaps they’d vanish into the background of the city’s life in time, and cease to be a novelty. After all, even the railroads had seemed dangerous and shocking once upon a time.


The city—the world—had changed immeasurably since Ellie’s girlhood. Just over a dozen years ago the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace had trumpeted the coming of a new world of scientific advancement and industry, and that conceptual world had come into being even more swiftly than she’d ever imagined. Parts of central London were electrified, with night never seeming to truly fall; swiftly whirring calculating engines made greater and greater feats of engineering possible, including the tunnel beneath the English Channel first proposed by George Ward Hunt, with excavations recently commenced; and medical advances like magnetic field manipulators and Pasteur’s controversial germ theory had improved life for everyone—why, without Pasteur’s innovations, the Prince Consort would surely have died of Typhoid fever. (Not that staying alive had done Prince Albert much good, ultimately—he probably wished he was dead, now.)


There were more advances rumored every day, from flying machines that could go faster than the swiftest airships, to expeditions into the depths of the Earth, to high mountain telescopes so powerful they could reportedly glimpse the contours of vast alien cities on the moons of Jupiter. And now Bertram Oswald was preparing his own Great Exposition to be held in Hyde Park, a spectacle devoted to showcasing the newest technological wonders created in England—mostly, it was worth noting, developed by Oswald himself, the greatest mind of their age, as he never tired of reminding anyone who would listen. The worst part was, he was almost certainly right.


Of course, there were darker sides to progress, too—the depraved uses of advanced automatons, the terrible new engines of war, the Constantine Affliction and its high-profile victims. (The objectively meaningless term “The Constantine Affliction” was itself a printer’s error from a rival newspaper—“The Constantinopolitan Affliction” had proven too difficult to for the typesetter to manage, and the simplified form had stuck in the public consciousness, to the dismay of grammarians and historians both.)


For good and for ill it was a cracking good time to be a journalist—disasters made better stories than glorious successes, but even the brighter side of progress would fill column inches and draw the reader’s eye. If she could only get away from covering society galas and the weddings of the rich, delightful as the food usually was at both. Her editor Cooper had finally given in to her complaints and sent her to interview the river men and the tide-wives and mud-larks about the monsters seen in the Thames, thinking that such rough company would dissuade her from requesting more interesting assignments, but he’d been disappointed. He’d cut the portions of her article that featured more sensible and reasonable voices admitting to seeing strange things in the river, but she didn’t blame him—they’d run short of space, and the more buffoonish quotes made for better reading. Ellie had seen no monsters in the river herself… but she’d spoken to people who genuinely believed they had.


The newsroom today was the usual buzz of activity, shouting voices, and the smell of ink, and she wove through the desks and knots of her colleagues with the grace of a dancer before ducking into the editor-in-chief’s office without bothering to knock.


“Oh, good, you got my message.” Cooper looked up from the wreckage that was his desk. “You’ll take passage at week’s end, then?”


“No, I will not.” There was no chair on this side of the desk—Cooper didn’t like to encourage his reporters to dawdle and chat—so she leaned over it, pressing her hands down on two unyielding piles of newsprint for balance. “I have no interest in reporting on the latest French fashions.”


“Contrary woman.” Cooper puffed at his pipe, dispersing clouds of foul-smelling spiced tobacco. “You demanded I send you abroad, and now you refuse a trip to Paris—”


“Send me to Mexico to cover the war. That’s the kind of travel I meant.”


“Mexico? I hardly think so. Do you even speak Spanish?”


She was prepared for objections based on her safety or the weakness of her sex—she had been arguing against both lines of argument for most of her twenty-five years of life, it sometimes seemed—but this tactic gave her pause. “Well, no, I don’t—”


“But you do speak fluent French?”


“Yes, of course, but—no! I have no interest in fashion, Cooper.”


“That much has long been apparent,” Cooper said, still infuriatingly calm. She had a sudden urge to tell him his mustache and whiskers looked ridiculous, but refrained. Mustaches and elaborate Dundreary whiskers were the current craze among men—proof they hadn’t contracted the Constantine Affliction and tried to conceal it, she supposed, though fake mustaches were no doubt readily available to those who had transformed, and wished to put up a masculine pretense. Cooper’s nasal undergrowth was, she decided, no more foolish than most, for what little that was worth.


“Please,” she said, trying for sweetness. “Perhaps I could do something closer to home and spare you the expense of a trans-Atlantic crossing. Send me to Paris when the tunnel is done, and I’ll report on both the novelty of the journey and the dresses I see on the other side. In the meantime, I have something else in mind, and I have already written the first lines.” She opened her journal, annoyed as usual at the graceful looping curves of her handwriting, which did not match the crispness and seriousness she attempted to convey—she much preferred to see her prose in neatly typeset lines. She put the journal on the desk before Cooper, and he sighed and began to read. The lines were fresh in her mind, and she could almost follow along as his eyes tracked the page:




It is a great irony that no rich or influential man will ever admit to entering a clockwork pleasure house—when only rich and influential men are permitted through those elegant and well-guarded doors. We at the Argus are pleased to give you vicarious entree, and provide a rare opportunity to glimpse the velvet-lined rooms in these houses of—





“Oh merciful heaven.” Cooper slammed the journal shut. “You can’t seriously propose an investigation like this! You know I believe you write as well as most men, but you are not a man, and no woman would ever be permitted inside one of those, those—”


“Clockwork brothels? Temples of mechanical immorality? Gear-driven bordellos?”


“Yes. Those. How do you expect to get inside?”


“Deception, of course. I can pitch my voice low—” she demonstrated “—and disguise myself as a man. Such disguises aren’t hard to come by, and at the risk of sounding crude, I am well aware that my figure is better suited than some to such a ruse. It’s not as if I would need to consummate a liaison with a clockwork courtesan in order to write about them.”


“Nor would we print such details—we aren’t the Lantern, after all, we have depths beyond which we will not descend.” He shook his head. “But, no. I cannot permit this.”


“Ah, but if I go on my own, despite the lack of permission—would you be interested in the resulting story? Or should I sell it instead to the Lantern?”


He sighed. “Ellie… if I were your father, or your brother…”


“You are neither.” Nor was anyone else. She had no living near relations, which made living by her pen a necessity as well as a choice. Cooper had been a friend of her family—Ellie sometimes wondered if he’d wooed her mother, once upon a time—and had initially given her work out of pity, before coming to count on her for dependable prose delivered in a timely fashion. He sometimes still treated her like a sort of honorary younger sister, but not as often as he once had.


“It would have to be published anonymously,” Cooper said after a long moment of contemplation.


“‘E. Skye’ is already a pen name, and everyone assumes it’s a man’s name, besides. Yet you see the need for greater subterfuge?”


“The men who run these establishments are unsavory characters, and it is better if they cannot easily identify the source of such an article. The truth behind a pen name can be uncovered. Better to have no name attached at all. If you write it—which I wish you would not—we will simply credit it to ‘A Gentleman.’ Let me reiterate, I strongly object to—”


“So noted,” Ellie said.


“But of course you won’t heed my advice. Why should today depart from the norm?” He sighed. “When do you propose to undertake this invasion?”


“Oh, not until later tonight. I doubt such establishments are open before nightfall.”


Cooper tapped the end of his pen against the desktop. “First you report on monsters in the river, and now you propose to expose the prurience of the city’s elite. You do go from poppycock to scandal, Ellie.”


“If you don’t like it, send me to be a war correspondent.” She dropped an ironic curtsey and strolled out of the office, visions of mustaches and trousers dancing in her head.





A Meeting with Value
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In the end, they decided to be more cautious, and hung a not-very-good Chinese tapestry over the two holes drilled for the pistol barrels, leaving only one hole unobstructed and unhidden, for Freddy to peer through. The rounds fired by the air-pistols would not be impeded by the tapestry’s cloth. Pimm sincerely hoped all these preparations would prove unnecessary—even paranoiac—but from what he knew of Abel Value, it was wise to take precautions. The man was in the sort of business where the occasional murder was necessary to keep things running smoothly, and while Pimm did not expect to be assassinated in his own home, it never hurt to be careful.


When the knock came at the door, Pimm was largely over his headache and taking his ease in the chair under the window where Freddy had been lounging that morning. He waited a moment, then remembered their one servant had quit that morning, and frowned. Another knock, more peremptory, and he said, “Let yourself in!”


The door swung open, though Value did not enter first. A man roughly the size of a river barge came in, ducking his head to avoid bumping it on the doorframe, and scanned the room. He then stood against the wall by the door, clasping gloved hands together, and looked at Pimm impassively.


“Big Ben, isn’t it?” Pimm said.


The man scowled. He clearly didn’t like the idea of someone like Pimm knowing his name. “Yes, sir.”


Abel Value entered the room, but Pimm didn’t pay him any attention yet, still talking to the bodyguard. “Do they call you that after the prize-fighter, Benjamin Caunt? You’re at least as big as he is. Or, ha, after the bell in the clock tower?”


“They call me that, sir, because I am of large stature, sir, and because my given name is Benjamin.” His voice was calm, his diction clear, his tone dry as chalk, and Pimm mused that it was foolish to assume a man the size of a plow horse would be no smarter than one.


“I find that eminently logical.”


“They call you ‘Pimm,’ don’t they, sir?” Big Ben asked, his tone deferential, his expression anything but.


“Some do,” he acknowledged.


“Why is that, if I may ask, sir?”


“I assume because my own given name is Pembroke, and because I’m a notorious drunkard, Benjamin. Pimm’s Cup isn’t my libation of choice, but it’s still a good enough joke, by the standards of my usual drinking companions.”


Pimm turned his attention to Abel Value, who was either the most notorious criminal or the most prosperous businessman in London, depending on whom you asked, and on what sort of people were within earshot when you did the asking. Value was dressed in a suit that was certainly more expensive than Pimm’s own, and he had iron-gray hair, an unfashionably clean-shaven face, and a nose that had been broken at least once. He didn’t bother to hide his smirk, and he patted his bodyguard on the arm when he passed by.


“Good day, sir,” Pimm said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” He gestured at the only other empty chair in the room, the other seats having been removed earlier by Freddy to make sure Value arranged himself properly.


“Necessity,” Value said, and Ben shut the door behind him. Value looked at the empty chair for a moment, as if assessing whether or not it might be a trap, then sat down, crossing one leg over the other and lacing his fingers across his knee. “I need your help, Halliday. And you need to help me.”


“Ah,” Pimm said. “I confess a measure of surprise. I had assumed you wished to speak to me regarding Mr. Martinson.”


Abel frowned. “I can’t imagine what you mean. It was a terrible tragedy, of course, that the blackguard could not be brought to justice, but his unfortunate demise has nothing to do with me.”


“Really. I was under the impression that my investigation into his business had displeased you.”


Abel shrugged. “Martinson was an old friend. I was, naturally, reluctant to believe the allegations of criminal behavior against him, and assumed you were acting on false information—or else in bad faith—when you made your report to the police. But since Martinson took his own life, I can only conclude he suffered from a guilty conscience. A shame. He was a good man, but weak.”


Pimm limited himself to a nod. Martinson had been the headmaster of a prestigious public school, but he had also been selling his students illegal alchemical stimulants, and a handful of the children had died from overindulgence—including the nephew of one of Pimm’s old school chums, who’d asked him to investigate. Proving Martinson’s guilt had been easy, but Pimm had hoped to use him as a stepping-stone to incriminate the seemingly untouchable Value, who had certainly supplied the illicit substances. Instead… well. Martinson’s death had been ruled suicide—death before dishonor and all that—but Pimm had his doubts.


“I am here now,” Value said, “to retain your services as a consulting detective.”


Pimm could not have been more surprised if Value had proposed marriage. “I think you misunderstand my, ah, situation. That is, I have occasionally intervened on behalf of certain friends, or assisted the police, making what poor efforts I could to aid their inquiries. But I have always operated on a purely informal basis. Though I have a certain amateur interest in matters of criminology, I am hardly a detective, and I regret that my services, such as they may be, are not actually for hire.” He chuckled self-deprecatingly. “My family wouldn’t stand for it, I’m afraid, if I adopted such a vocation. It would hardly strike them as a gentlemanly pursuit.”


“He does use a lot of words to say ‘no,’ doesn’t he, Ben?” Value said.


“Some might say that’s the sign of an educated man,” Big Ben opined.


“Listen, Lord Pembroke,” Value said, leaning forward. “Someone is murdering my whores, and I need to find out who.”





Womanly Arts
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Ellie numbered among her acquaintances a certain tailor on Savile Row who, in addition to his other business, also catered to those men who’d been transformed by the Constantine Affliction—and hoped to hide that fact. Though Mr. James had the usual distrust for the press (a stance that was, if anything, amplified by the necessarily confidential nature of his back-room business), he’d been fond of Ellie ever since her engagement to his nephew David, and tolerated her inquisitiveness. David had worked for the British East India Company, and had sadly perished in 1858 during the Indian uprising, crushed by one of the Steel Raja’s terrible steam elephants. For Ellie, his death had been the end of her hopes for a traditional life as a wife and mother, and her dabbling in writing for women’s periodicals had blossomed—both due to passion and from financial necessity—into a life’s work as a journalist.


Mr. James greeted her warmly, taking her by the hand and directing his assistant to watch the store while he led her through the workroom at the back and into a small office, where he had a gas ring and a kettle, and busied himself preparing tea. “Such a pleasure to see you, Eleanor,” he said, setting out cups and spoons and sugar with the same sort of precise movements he used when taking measurements for a new suit. “How are you keeping yourself?”


“Very well, thank you.”


“Still wielding your ferocious pen?”


“Indeed, uncle,” she said, using a term of affection they had settled on long ago. “Your assistance on the article I wrote last year was a great boon to my career.” Mr. James had put her in touch with a few of his clients, who were willing to speak about their experience of the Constantine Affliction on the condition of anonymity. Ellie had also spoken to the close relations—mothers, fathers, children, husbands, wives—of the afflicted. The resulting article had been a great sensation, and a source of great surprise for Ellie personally. She’d known there were some highly-placed figures who’d succumbed to the affliction—everyone knew about Prince Albert, who now languished in the Tower of London as punishment for his infidelity, and no one had much sympathy for him—but she’d spoken with two members of parliament, an Oxford don, and a judge who’d all successfully hidden their transformations. She was not surprised at their subterfuge—their bodies had not become as obviously womanly as some, and Mr. James’s skill was equal to hiding those changes—but at the knowledge that all those men of fine reputation had at some point engaged the services of a prostitute who carried the affliction. That was the beginning of a certain cynicism that had served her well in her chosen career, though it also sometimes made her sad.


The genesis of the disease had been tentatively traced to an English-born gentleman named Orlando, onetime resident of Constantinople—most assumed the disease had its origin there, possibly developing somehow among the eunuchs, hence “the Constantinopolitan Affliction”—and a frequent visitor to one of the city’s more exclusive brothels, where he had infected several employees. From there, the disease had spread through surprising heights of society. Orlando had fled the country long ago, which was a shame. What an interview that would be.


“I wonder if you might work your art upon me, uncle?” Ellie said, putting her teacup aside. “Could you make me into a man?”


He frowned. “Eleanor, I am willing to help conceal perversions of nature, but what you’re asking is simply deceit—why would you want me to do such a thing?”


“It’s for a story,” she said, choosing her words carefully. Her uncle would not approve of an undercover excursion into a clockwork brothel. “I need to enter a certain gentleman’s club without being noticed.”


“You’re not out to ruin any reputations, are you?”


“No, uncle. And none of your… special customers… are involved.” That much was probably true. She stood and twirled around. “What do you think? Can you make a man out of me?”


He grunted. “I suppose. There are, ah, certain cloth bindings we can use for your…” He gestured vaguely at his own chest. “Your hips are fairly slim. I have some trousers that would fit you, and a shirt and waistcoat—it’s fortunate the fashion lately is for clothes of a looser fit. A false mustache… but the hair, Eleanor.” He shook his head. “My special customers cut their hair in a man’s style, of course, but you…”


Eleanor touched her hair, which was, at the moment, pulled back and done up in a tight bun. When unconfined, her hair fell past her shoulders. “I’ll cut it, then,” she said after a moment’s thought. “I can wear a wig until it grows back, and I have a fanchon bonnet that covers most of the back of my head anyway.”


“The story is that important to you, dear?”


“It is, uncle, and I would be forever in your debt.


“You said that last time I helped you with an article.”


“Then make it twice forever,” Ellie said, and he laughed.
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Gazing at herself in the mirror, Ellie could scarcely credit the change. “You’ve made me into the very vision of a respectable businessman, uncle.” She wore a black frock coat and a matching waistcoat beneath, with a white shirt and an elaborate cravat. Her trousers were crisply pressed and high-waisted, and the polished shoes fit well enough once Mr. James shoved some paper into the toes. He had lopped off her hair, not without sighs and lamentations, and what remained was slicked back with pomade. Ellie’s head felt several pounds lighter, a peculiar but not unpleasant sensation.


“Now for a mustache. If I had time enough, I’d create one especially for you from your own hair, but it’s the work of many hours, and I gather you’re in a hurry, so we must make do with a readymade, though it pains me.” Mr. James fetched a black velvet display tray that held a score of mustaches of assorted colors and textures, pinned like the specimens of a butterfly collector, a sight Ellie found rather dreamlike. He held up several mustaches against her face, shaking his head each time, until saying, “Ah ha. This will do.”


Ellie eyed the item with suspicion. “It’s… a bit large, uncle.” Elaborate facial hair was in vogue since the Affliction began to spread, but Ellie feared such an impressive follicular display might appear ridiculous on her.


He grunted. “The Hungarian style, yes. It has certain advantages, in that it will conceal more of your face—which is a lovely face,” he hastened to add, “though that beauty is no benefit in these circumstances. More importantly, however, it matches your natural hair color better than any other option.” Mr. James allowed himself a small smile. “It is a rather… forceful mustache, and will draw attention away from your other features.”


“I’ll pass for a man, then?”


“You will, at the very least, pass for a victim of the Constantine Affliction attempting to pass for a man. Which, in polite society, is usually good enough.”


Hmm. That wasn’t quite good enough for her purposes. Men who’d transformed into women after sleeping with prostitutes were probably not chief among the clientele for a brothel, staffed with clockwork women or not. But with the right hat and enough confidence, perhaps… “Thank you, uncle. How is it to be affixed?”


Mr. James applied a sticky, slightly sweet-smelling substance to her upper lip and carefully pressed on the mustache, holding it in place for a few moments. Ellie felt as if a rodent were attempting to nest on her face, but there was no help for it. “Thank you, uncle.”


“You can thank me best by bringing these items back, unstained and whole, at your earliest convenience. You’re off straight away to your mysterious meeting, then?”


“Not for an hour or two yet.” She was unsure of the protocols, but assumed visiting a brothel after the dinner hour might be more reasonable.


“What will you do in the meantime?” he asked.


Ellie favored him with a smile, though she wondered how much of it was visible beneath the abominable mustache. “I believe I’ll walk a bit and find out what life is like for a man. There could be an article in that, too.”


“And a scandal as well.”


“Nothing better when it comes to selling papers, uncle.”





An Offer One Cannot, In Good Conscience, Refuse
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He means to shock me, Pimm thought, and did not allow the shock he did in fact feel to show. “Your whores, Mr. Value?” Prostitution, long tolerated as a necessary evil, had been made illegal by a special act of Parliament once the full impact of the disease known as the Constantine Affliction, and its most common means of transmission, came to be understood. The clockwork brothels which had sprung up to at least partly replace the need for human prostitutes currently operated in a legal shadow land—officially they were classed as “amusement arcades,” no different from bagatelle parlors and penny-admission showcases of automatons, though they were rather more expensive, and had a more limited clientele—but by admitting to employing human prostitutes, Value was confessing to a serious crime.


“I think we’re past the need for discretion, aren’t we, Halliday? You aren’t a police inspector, though I’m told you drink as much as most of the constables do. I could confess to the murder of an Archbishop in your presence and it wouldn’t matter. It would merely set my word against yours, and I’ve been accused of worse crimes by better men. So, yes: my whores. There are still independent operators, of course, women who have no other options making personal arrangements with men who have no better sense, but I’ve been organizing, and plenty of the whores in London pay a certain percentage to me. In exchange for their contributions, I offer them safe places to ply their trade, plus protection from the police—and even more unsavory characters.” He leaned forward, clutching the silver head of a cane he certainly didn’t need to help him walk. “But now the situation has become unbalanced. Those ladies are no longer getting good value for their money. Someone is killing them.”


“Murder is a matter for Scotland Yard,” Pimm said.


“Old Bill is no good to me. The police don’t even know these crimes have been committed.”


Pimm frowned, interested despite himself. “How so?”


“The corpses are left on my doorstep. Figuratively, anyway. They appear laid before the thresholds of my more… exclusive establishments. The legal ones. I’ve chosen not to involve the police. That kind of attention is bad for business, in so many ways.”


“Exclusive establishments? The ones with the clockwork courtesans?” Pimm suppressed a shudder at the thought of such creations. He loved women, or at least, had loved certain women, though the one he’d loved most was nearly a dozen years dead. The thought of having intimate relations with what was, essentially, an enormous doll was comical at best, and horrifying at worst.


“Yes.” Value sighed. “I do miss the old times, Halliday, when real girls could live off the farms of their bodies without worrying about being persecuted by the police, or getting sick and turning into men. The clockwork whores are expensive to produce, too—they don’t just wander into the city seeking their fortunes like ordinary girls do. Admittedly, once they’ve been built, the only costs are cleaning and maintenance, and the clockwork girls never complain, get pregnant, or catch the pox. I’m not saying they aren’t profitable—they are. But even though my clockwork girls are guaranteed clean, plenty of men refuse to achieve release with an automaton, no matter how cunningly contrived it might be. More often, we get men who come once, for the novelty, to see what it’s like, and then never return.” He tapped his cane a few times on the polished floor. “Even with all the… changes… we’ve seen in recent years, most men are conservative. We haven’t gotten to the point where human whores are entirely replaceable. Yet.”


“And so you still have real women working, out on the streets,” Pimm said.


“Of course. Men are men, Lord Pembroke, and they will do what men will do, despite the disapproval of Parliament and the threat of the Affliction. But business on the street has declined terribly as well, recently. There’s a rumor that some men who were transformed into women have turned to whoring, trying to spread the Affliction out of spite, and anyone who’s reasonably sober is being unusually cautious. Of course, plenty of whores were diseased before, but risking a weeping sore on your cock is apparently preferable to having your cock disappear entirely.” Value laughed, a sound like a razor rasping over stubble. “Time was, a man paid his penny and took his chances, but the pennies are getting thin on the ground. The last thing I need is someone killing the few women I do have out there earning me money.”


“Hmm,” Pimm said, choosing to ignore, for the moment, the essential vileness of Value’s character, and to focus on the crimes at hand. “Killing human prostitutes and leaving them outside houses full of artificial women? It seems like a statement of some kind, wouldn’t you say? Though I confess, the exact nature of the commentary eludes me…”


“The killer’s motives do not interest me. Only his actions. Find out who he is, and bring me his name, and my men will stop him.”


Pimm shook his head. “I don’t deny it’s an interesting problem, and it may even have diverting psychological elements, but I simply cannot work for you, sir. I don’t ‘work’ at all—my family frowns on my hobby as it is, and if they thought I was taking up detection as a vocation…” He spread his hands.


“That’s fine, Halliday. Our arrangement will be a secret. No need for your family’s venerable feathers to be ruffled.”


“You mocked me before, sir, for using too many words to say ‘no.’ I acknowledge my tendency to excessive circumspection, and will endeavor to overcome it, thus: No.”


Value sighed. “Ah, well. It’s a shame, Lord Pembroke, but I won’t try to tell your mind. Still, it’s an ill wind that blows no good. At least your decision will make my friend at the Lantern happy. He’s been losing circulation to the Argus, but an exclusive scandal like this should sell a few more papers, I wager.”
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