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It was a cruelly cold night, which at least managed to keep the stink from the nearby Thames to a reasonable level. I huddled deep into my heavy woolen overcoat, caped and double caped, drew my thick silk scarf up over my mouth, pulled my bowler even lower and blessed the fur lining of my leather gloves. 

The trollop across the way, sadly, had none of my protective accoutrements. I watched her from my sheltered position deep in the shadows of an alleyway where I could whiff the horses in a nearby mews. She was bundled up as much as she could in her threadbare skirt and overlarge jacket. Her feet must be cold; I could see the holes in her ragged boots every time she passed the several sputtering gaslights the street boasted. The flickers of light elongated her already lean shadow to something resembling a ragged scarecrow.

I waited. I was good at waiting. Soon, my waiting would pay off.

A door opened just up the street to my right and golden light poured out onto the cobblestones. A heavy-set man stumbled down the steps, the gold head of his cane striking sparks in the dimness. The door closed behind him and I could hear the lock click home even from my distant spot.

No one left a door unlocked in Whitechapel, or Limestone, or any of the other lower class warrens in the city of London, in this year of our Lord 1887. Our gracious majesty Victoria would have bolted and barred the doors of Buckingham Palace with her own tiny hands if it sat in any of those spots. But we were in a middle class neighborhood not far from the river, a narrow thoroughfare lined with streetlamps. It was no Regents Park, no Kensington, but it was no Whitechapel neither. And it had gas laid on. Several of the houses sparkled like jewels, but not all. Gas was expensive, and this parvenu neighborhood did not contain the well-off in every house, certainly.

Still, I had definitely heard the lock click behind him as the man left the well-lit house. He walked away from it—a four-story affair of brick, looking as if conscious of its superiority to its less well endowed neighbors—with a bit of a stumble and sway, as if he’d dined well and drunk better. He paused under a gaslight and fumbled with a lucifer for a moment as he lit a long cigar.

I felt more than heard a low, almost inaudible hum and glanced up. Above, the night airship to Calais—HMS Prince Alfred, as I knew quite well, having flown in it before—passed over on its way towards the Channel, the vast bulk of its airbags blotting out a fat oval of stars. 

When I looked back down, the thin ragged woman stood just outside the circle of gaslight where the portly man lingered. 

“Evening, luv,” I heard her say in a soft, exhausted whine. “Fancy a cuddle? It’ll keep the chill away.”

I saw the tip of the man’s cigar grow brighter as he drew on it. 

“Sadly, I have just indulged in rather more than a bit of a cuddle,” he said, his voice deep and slurred; I could detect a bit of an accent as well. “A pity; I am sure I shall miss a treat and, no doubt, a variety of diseases and selection of choice vermin into the bargain.”

“Ow, now, lovey, no need to be rude,” whined the woman, still outside the circle of gaslight. “A gentleman could offer a lady a pint, at least, on such a night. The Dog and Bone is not but a dozen steps away.”

The man cocked his head to one side as he blew a puff of fragrant smoke into the air; I was sure it mingled badly with the odor of horse manure. “A pint, is it? Or a glass of gin perhaps? The ruin of the lower classes, I haf often heard it called.” 

His accent was growing stronger and more Teutonic. 

“Ruin it may well be, but it warms a body like naught else,” said the woman. She was still in the shadows. The streetlamp above the man’s head sputtered and complained. Behind him, from the house he’d just left, I could hear raucous laughter and the short, sharp sound of glass breaking.

Mother Morrow’s bawdy house was busy as usual, it appeared, and would be until dawn. I gave a quick thought to the other residents of the street, wondering how they felt about such an establishment, while I silently stamped my cold feet, trying to restore some feeling. 

Then I slid one hand into the capacious right pocket of my heavy overcoat and drew out the small brass, copper and crystal device on whose use I had been so meticulously trained in the last week. I pointed the funnel-shaped end at the single streetlamp in front of Mother Morrow’s. Even in the darkness, my thumb unerringly found the copper calibration wheel. 

I turned it two notches to the right.

The streetlamp blazed up, fizzled fiercely for a second—and went out.

Unexpectedly, at least to me, so did the lights in the many windows of Mother Morrow’s house. That and every other house on the street were plunged into utter darkness, made even darker by the convenient cloud that had just chosen that exact moment to erase the quarter moon.

Silence for a handful of heartbeats, as if the very city around us was struck amazed.

Then I heard screams and angry shouts and, unsurprisingly, more sounds of broken glass in the now stygian house of Morrow. 

But in the street across from me were far more interesting sounds. I could make out a grunt, a quiet, despairing cry drowned by the noise in the house, and the sound of a heavy body crumpling to the uncaring cobblestones.

I tucked the apparatus back into my pocket, counting silently to myself as I did so. Eleven...twelve...thirteen...

Long ere I had reached twenty, a quiet voice spoke in my left ear—I am somewhat deaf in my right, due to a rather sharp blow there in my misspent youth—and startled me enough to make me jump, even though I had been expecting it. A heavy weight suddenly dragged down the empty right pocket of my overcoat, and I felt something cold pressed into my hand.

“A present for you, Simeon,” whispered a voice I knew better than my own. “You will look well with it, I vow. Now, shove it in your other pocket and let’s scarper before someone fetches the peelers. And for the love of god, give me my overcoat; I’m freezing!”

The gaslight across from my hiding place chose that exact instant to flicker into an uneasy life. I grabbed a long, warm coat I had hung on a convenient nail and helped the former trollop slide her arms into it.

Lady Abigail Farraday grinned at me. I noted a smudge on her narrow nose and pointed it out as I handed her my silk handkerchief.

“Verisimilitude, my dear chap,” she said as we headed towards a somewhat more salubrious sector of the city. Even so, she lost no time in spitting on the silk and wiping her face clean—or cleaner, at least. 

“Elegance, thy name is Abigail.” I shuddered as I adjusted my gait to the added weight which dragged my pocket out of shape—quite ruining, I fear, the line of my coat.

Abigail’s reply was unprintable. Abigail’s replies often are.

She tucked her disreputable trollop’s hat into her pocket—we have all our coats made with a multitude of overlarge pockets; they come in so handy in our line of work, don’t you know—and tucked her luxuriant hair into a soft cap.

“We must tell the professor his new device worked brilliantly,” she said as we reached a broader street and headed for a conveniently unengaged hansom cab. 

It was one of the newer models, pulled by a steam man, and the driver was at that instant feeding bits of coal into the chest cavity to keep the boiler hot. He turned as we approached, nodded without speaking a word and opened the door to his cab.

“Evening, m’lady,” he murmured as he tipped his hat. “Evening, Mr. Fogg.”

“Good evening, Jeremiah,” said Abigail as she nipped up into the cab and settled her coat around her. “I hope we haven’t kept you waiting too long on this miserable night?”

“Not at all, m’lady. Old Lamentation here keeps me warm as warm, even on a night like this,” he said as he resettled his bowler. 

“One of the advantages of all these new inventions,” I said as I entered behind Abigail—not quite as nimbly, I fear. While she has several years on me, my
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