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Chapter One

A Twist of Fate
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London, England

November 1880

For those of us who prey upon the weak,

there is no finer hunting ground than London town.

Hidden by the shadows of the alley, I watched them pass.

Each one was a possible victim, waiting to be taken. 

Not one of them realised how close I was.

The faceless hordes choked the wet cobbles, hundreds upon hundreds, until they were little more than a river of top hats and corsets, dark suits and eyepieces, walking canes and handbags—all huddled beneath their umbrellas like sardines in a can.

They shouted and laughed, cried and called. Their voices mixed with the rattle of carriage wheels, the splatter of fat raindrops, the clop of hooves, and the constant rumble of thunder. A half-starved woman with five under-fed children shuffled past. Their eyes darted to me, then back to the ground.

No, I thought, too poor.

A young couple with their arms linked strode by me. They huddled together and giggled at some private joke. The diamond choker around her neck sparkled, while the golden pinky-ring on his hand, not to mention their lavish attire, caught my eye immediately.

Maybe...

A pair of oily sewer rats emerged from a scummy drain and sniffed the air. Together, they scampered over the road, an inch from being crushed by carriage wheels and hooves. Hopping around the steaming piles of horse manure dotted around the road, they crept onto the kerb. One dashed into a crack in the wall behind me while the other stopped and raised itself up. Beads of rain hung from its twitching whiskers as it glanced around before it bounced over my boots and followed its companion into the hole.

My gaze turned to the skies high above, and the monstrous bronze balloons of the Sky Navy’s airships which hovered over the city. London’s floating guardians hung in the air like mechanised clouds of copper and canvas. Their engines droned, and their pilot-cabins creaked, while their searchlights scoured the streets and bathed all below in a sickly yellow light.

The Sky Navy, Scotland Yard, even the Land Army were all out in force tonight. Everyone knew why. There were rumours of a terrorist stalking the streets, lurking in the darkness like the damp November mists. Beneath the rusted iron candles of the city’s gaslights, newsboys screamed tales of the murderer behind every newsstand from Fleet Street to Water Lane.

With a madman on the loose, police patrols filled the streets. Coppers walked the beat in twos and threes, clad entirely in uniform black, from their long leather coats and hobnail boots, to the dark-lensed gas masks which hid their faces. A trio of them marched by. One of them noticed me and turned to smack his baton against a gloved hand. I fixed my eyes on the gutter until they’d gone. It wasn't smart to stare down a copper. They never needed an excuse to give those like me a hard time.

Still, I wasn’t too worried. Sure, half the town was thick with coppers, and their presence made my work a little trickier, but not by much. Scotland Yard didn’t bother me. Neither did the Land Army or even the Sky Navy. There were more important things on my mind. I had a job to do.

Shivering, I spat into the gutter, turned my collar up, and hunched my shoulders against the bitter winds. Driving sheets of icy rain stabbed at my skin like thousands of needles. My paper-thin shirt and moth-eaten scarf gave little comfort against the savage winter storms. I needed to get out of the rain. I needed money. I needed something to eat. 

I needed a victim.

I kicked back to lean against the wall, when a man in tweeds barged into me from behind, his arms wrapped around a leather case the way a nursemaid might carry an infant.

“Yeah, don’t mind me,” I called after him. “S’not like I’m standin’ ‘ere.”

But he was already gone, lost to the bustling street. With a sour look, I crossed my arms and propped myself against the wall when my attention fixed on something impossible to ignore.

A stooping figure in a flapping leather coat strode by, a wide-brimmed hat jammed on his head. He tugged at his lapels and pulled them tighter around his frame, causing his pockets to gape.

He was practically begging to be robbed.

Touching the cheap silver chain around my neck for luck and a speedy escape, I kicked off the wall. The man was already twenty yards ahead before I followed him into the fog, but it was going to be the easiest lift of the night. Dodging through the crowded pavements, I was on his tail like a wolf scenting blood. He had no idea of the danger he was in.

It’s amazing how quickly a bad day can get so much worse, but right then, I had no idea what hideous misery I was approaching. If I even had an inkling of what awaited me, I’d have turned in the opposite direction and ran as fast as my legs would have carried me.

Or so I liked to tell myself.

Old London’s streets were a hive of bedlam. Merchants haggled, horses snickered, carriages clattered, and drivers swore at anyone foolish enough to blunder into their path. The din was a thief’s gift. It masked my footsteps and kept my victim ignorant. Not a single soul noticed me as I slipped between them. The air was alive with voices and heavy with choking soot from the city’s countless smokestacks. Cigarettes glowed and lantern flames danced. It was the kind of chaos I lived for.

After all, a pickpocket’s life depends on staying hidden.

The man was in striking distance. His coat billowed, and the pockets invited me in. I licked my lips. My hand slipped inside and my fingers closed around his billfold, but as I went to retrieve it, a sharp pain bit into my skin and sent an icy numbness spreading through my fingertips.

I tried to pull my hand away. Stuck. Damn it.

My jaw tightened. This was a disaster. If a copper spotted me like this, I’d be inside a workhouse as quick as lightning. I fought to keep pace with the man, but his long strides were easily twice my own. Clenching my teeth, I tugged a little harder. Nothing. I shot a nervous glance up at him, but he marched on without even the faintest hint he’d noticed an orphaned pickpocket stuck in his coat. My heartbeat, soft and steady only seconds ago, was pounding against my chest like a shipbuilder’s mallet, while my throat grew tighter than a spring. 

I took a rattling breath and prayed he stayed ignorant, if only for a few more seconds. From a backstreet, a singing drunkard staggered into our path. The man dodged around, but the movement sent me stumbling against him, and the pressure on my wrist tightened as if a blade had sliced clean through it. I couldn’t feel my fingers any longer. For a second, my mind was blank, but my cold, damp skin flushed as the sudden horror of what he’d done sent my heart into my throat.

My God! He’d cut my fingers off!

Yelping, I clawed at my wrist and yanked with every ounce of strength I had. To hell with staying hidden, I had to get as far away from him as possible. But it was no good. He whipped round, and beneath the flickering flame of a streetlamp, his hand clamped on the back of my neck with an iron grip.

“In your current predicament,” he hissed, “struggling would be most unwise.”

His voice, low and sinister as a slithering snake, turned my insides cold. As if I were a dog on a rope, he dragged me along the street. The world around me grew dim and distant. Faces loomed and blurred together, bodies buffeted against me and voices drifted over me, but I couldn’t make sense of their words. Overwhelming terror crushed my heart and sent my jaw chattering until my teeth threatened to shatter to dust. I tried to beg for help, but my voice was naught but a strangled croak, beaten from my lungs by short, panicked gasps.

He marched towards a covered alley when, without warning, he dashed into the road, with me dragged behind. The sudden appearance of a madman and his victim caused a hansom driver to swerve his carriage and almost crash into another. Twisting around in his seat, the driver whipped at his horses and bellowed curses at us.

“The bloody ‘ell yeh playin at?” he roared. “Yeh best watch it, else yeh’ll be under me fillies’ hooves an’ make no mistake.”

His horses, one living, the other mechanised, snorted and stamped their hooves. Smoke billowed from the exhaust pipes beneath the mech-horse’s flanks and its eyes glowed as we passed. I opened my mouth to scream for help, but the driver whipped at his mares and the carriage disappeared in a spray of icy mud.

Trapped, I staggered along at the whim of a lunatic. He marched me down Fleet Street, past armies of newsboys flogging their papers, gaggles of prune-faced fortune tellers offering palm readings, and countless street merchants bawling and shouting from behind their food carts. The fiery tang of ginger beer mingled with the greasy odour of fried cockles, grilled pig’s feet, and barrels of jellied eels, pies and puddings. Their stench clung to my nostrils and turned my stomach. The sellers shouted at us to try their food before their attention turned elsewhere.

The man barged through the crowds and turned at the pillar-box on the corner near The Bear & Fox tavern. Ignoring the shrieks of laughter and fiddle-music from within, he stepped beneath a groaning iron bridge as it began to shake. On winding rails fifty feet above, a skytrain charged through the night. Its thunderous roar shook the tracks and showered the wet pavement with glowing sparks.

Twisting his neck to follow the skytrain, the madman paused. I did too. But I paid no attention to the rocketing locomotive. My eyes were fixed on the helmeted figure leant against one of the bridge’s supports.

A peeler. A constable from Scotland Yard.

I pulled back, ready to scream, when my attacker clamped a gloved hand over my mouth. The bitter stink of leather stuck in my throat as he pulled me closer. 

“You’re welcome to shout,” he whispered, “but matters will, of course, be made far worse if you do.” 

He glanced down and for the first time, I caught a glimpse of his face. It was entirely hidden. His red-lensed goggles reflected my horror-stricken features while a thick crimson scarf obscured his nose and mouth. Powerless and filled with dread, I could only nod weakly.

“Good evening, officer,” my attacker hissed.

Noticing us, the copper turned to us and raised a gloved hand to his helmet. “Evening, both,” came his muffled reply.

The copper folded his arms and turned away. The madman drew me further along, and with every step we took, the noises surrounding us changed. Gone was the rattle of carriages along the cobbles or laughter from cosy alehouses. From murky backstreets, unseen men shouted, women cackled, and dogs barked. Somewhere nearby, a bottle shattered. Above me, a lone airship droned, but its searchlight was unable to cut through the soupy fog.

The madman ducked beneath an archway and paced down an alley between two towering tenements, into a sprawling, rubbish-strewn courtyard. Sodden newspapers, their pages turned to mush littered the ground. He strode over broken bricks, splintered wood, and twisted scraps of rusted metal. A pair of upturned, wheelless apple-carts sat propped beside the grimy window of a boarded-up cobbler’s shop. Stacks of beer barrels were piled against one wall, half-hidden by a peeling sign which sagged over them.

Stepping through a cloud of steam belched from a drain, he stalked to the end of the courtyard and paused at a rotten wooden door. From his pocket, he produced a thick brass ring heavy with keys. He chose one and with it, stabbed at the lock and twisted. The door creaked open. The sound froze the blood in my veins and sent my heart hammering against my ribs like a fluttering bird fighting to escape its cage. I stared inside but was greeted by only pitch darkness.

The madman dipped his head. “Well,” he said, “I believe it’s time you and I had a little talk.”

He seized my arm, he dragged me inside.
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Chapter Two

House of Odd
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Damp, mouldy air caught in my throat. Nailed to the wall was a single, ancient oil lamp with a glowing wick. The door squeaked shut, silencing the noises outside. All I heard was the frantic thump of my heart and the groan of the boards beneath our feet as he dragged me towards a staircase like a sack of coal.

Biting my lip, I grasped for the handrail, only a single thought in my mind; escape. I had to fight my way free from his clutches. My fingertips brushed the rail. I went to grab it, but my grip was too weak, and my sweaty palms slipped from the wood like they’d been dipped in tallow. A low moan escaped my throat as my only hope of escape slipped away. From somewhere far below came the muffled clang of machinery, and I realised, with a sinking sensation, that this building was to become my tomb. 

The madman clambered up the stairs and to a dank hallway facing another door. He selected a second key, stuffed it in the lock, turned it, and kicked the door wide open. A blast of warmth washed over me. I screwed my eyes shut and dug my heels in, yet he yanked inside. Blindly, I stumbled forward.

“Open your eyes,” he demanded, his voice beside my ear.

His breath danced across a neck and turned my insides cold. Pursing my lips, I shook my head, every muscle in my body rigid with fear.

“Open them, I say.”

The scents of oil and grease clung to him like a cloud, mingling with the aroma of stale tobacco and old coffee. Surely, if ever a man carried the stink of the desperate and ferocious murderists, those unholy ghouls who stalked the gloomy alleyways of London, then this was it.

“I shan't ask again,” he warned.

A walnut-sized lump bobbed in my throat. My eyes fluttered open, stung by the blinding light, and what I laid eyes on sent my jaw to the floor.

The most magnificent sitting room I’d ever seen lay before me. Plush maroon armchairs rested on thick scarlet carpets, and heavy velvet drapes hung from the ceiling, drawn shut against the winter outside. Where a simple hearth should have laid, instead there was a smouldering fireplace filled with glowing coals and crackling embers, though it was like no other inglenook imaginable. Instead, the whole brazier looked to have been fashioned from the front of a steam engine, giving the impression a skytrain had crashed through the man’s home, and its chimney had become stuck in his roof.

Across from the hearth, a suit of armour clutching a battle-axe stood guard, its helmet tilted towards the doorway and a lion-bearing shield against its hip. Opposite the armour, an iron staircase, shaped and decorated like a mighty oak tree spiralled towards a curved glass ceiling. The handrails branched out towards a metal walkway which surrounded the room and wrapped themselves around it, so it looked almost as if the iron tree was slowly attacking the floor above. 

There wasn’t a single wall which wasn’t hidden behind towering bookcases. Their shelves sagged under the weight of hundreds of volumes crammed beside each other, some thick, some thin, and some so old their pages were spilling out. Not far from the nearest bookcase, a vast, well-used writing desk covered with papers sat beneath a window and in a cage beside it, a smoke-coloured bird ruffled its feathers.

No other voices were coming from anywhere in the house, only the tick-tick-tick of a grandfather chronambulatrum. Not a single photogram or portrait which spoke of a family lined the walls or took up space on a shelf, save for a framed etching on the mantle of an African woman. 

While I stood, half-paralysed by fear and wonder in equal measure, my captor shrugged off his coat and hung it on a hook, which forced me onto my toes. Without a word, he removed his hat and scarf, draped them over his coat, then stalked out of the room, leaving me alone.

My eyes darted across my surroundings for a weapon. A large gilt-framed mirror hung from the wall within reach and reflected my pale face, the dark circles beneath my grey eyes, the crooked nose broken more times than I could count, and the tangled mop of dirty brown hair covering my head. 

I could break the glass, but the noise would alert my attacker.

The rack of brightly-coloured umbrellas on the wall beside the door provided even less hope, but my gaze fell on a small stand beside me, where a long, sharp letter-opener lay beside a stack of letters, each addressed to Prof. T. Q. Abernathy.

I stretched for the blade, one hand stuck inside the coat, the other a hair away from the nearest thing I had to a knife. My fingers skimmed the opener’s pearl handle. My nail nudged the handle and tipped it just out of reach. It spun away, but as the handle moved further, the blade moved closer. I bit my lip to stifle a grunt while my ears stayed pricked for the sound of the madman’s approach. 

With a flick of my wrist, I snatched at it, ready to slide it inside my sleeve when a blow struck my shoulder. Not a second later, dark blur flashed an inch from my face. The shock of it sent me lurching back with a strangled yelp stuck in my throat. I slipped, about to reach out and grasp for the coat-hook when my head cracked against the wall and rattled the brain in my skull. Only the presence of a single sturdy wall stopped me falling, and as I rubbed my head with my free hand, half-convinced the madman had somehow managed to attack me from behind, a second, even stranger enemy came into view. This one was as different from the first as night from day. 

Dressed in a tiny silk waistcoat, hunched on the floor and watching me with beady black eyes was a small brown monkey. A monkey. In a house. In the heart of modern London. 

What the hell was going on?

The creature bared its teeth, skipped across the floor to an armchair, then vaulted to a bookcase. It clambered up with a squawk and perched itself on the very top, its eyes never once leaving me. I stared back, trying to fathom what on earth a wild jungle creature was doing in this vicious man’s lair, when my thoughts were interrupted by the dull thud of footsteps.

The man reappeared carrying a small tray on which a teapot and two china cups rattled. He placed it on a table in front of the armchairs and collapsed into one of them with a groan. What he planned to do to me, I couldn’t begin to imagine, but whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be pleasant. While he busied himself with the teapot, his monkey glared at me from the safety of its roost. My head swivelled back and forth between flea-bitten vermin keeping watch and the madman as he poured himself piping hot tea, raised the cup to his mouth, and took a slurp. 

A crushing silence fell over the room, but lasted barely a second before it was broken by the tinkle of china and the tick-tick-tick of the chronambulatrum. The fear inside me died, replaced by dread heavier than granite. Doubtless, he planned to kill me, but he was going about it in a strange way. Smacking his lips, he placed the cup down and turned to me with a smile, allowing me to finally stare into his fiendish face.

Two vivid eyes, one dark brown, the other bright green regarded me beneath a heavy brow and short, sharp spikes of salt and pepper hair. Except for the long, plaited goatee dangling from his chin, he was entirely clean-shaven, and his long body and thin limbs, not to mention his sharp cheekbones, gave me the creeping feeling he was less of a man and more of a praying mantis. He knitted his fingers together, one hand gloved, one hand bare and craned his neck.

“Tea?”

My eyes narrowed. “I...what?”

He raised a hand to his mouth. “Tea?” he repeated. He pointed to the pot and then mimed drinking. “I am asking if you wish to take tea?”

I shook my head slowly, unsure what he really meant. “Listen, mister,” I swallowed. “I dunno who you are, or what your game is, but you’d best let me go if y’know what’s good for you. I got friends, y’get me?”

He threw me a bland smile. “How very splendid for you,” he beamed, completely missing my point. “It truly is one of life’s great joys to have comrades on whom one can so thoroughly trust.” He shook his head. “I confess, I’m not entirely sure why you’d mention it, but you’ve still not answered my question. Tea?”

He tapped the pot with a finger. I didn’t answer. “Such a shame,” he shrugged. “Well, now you’re here, what may I do for you?”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

His smile died. His shoulders sagged. “Blast. Another simpleton,” he mumbled with a shake of his head. “No matter, I suppose I’ll keep looking.”

He eased himself from his seat and moved towards me. I shook my arm to allow the blade to slide into my palm. The second he was close enough, I’d slice the knife across his throat, cut my hand free from his coat, grab the money from it, and flee like a scalded cat. The lunatic closed in. He was no more than five feet away when the monkey screeched and bounced onto his shoulder. He didn’t flinch, even as the creature whipped its hands back and forth an inch from his nose while its squawks stabbed at the air.

“Dear me,” the man frowned. “You’re quite sure? Well, this must be corrected. After all, he does seem quite reasonable.” He turned to me. “Mister Simon tells me you have a weapon concealed in your sleeve.”

My head swivelled left and right. “Who’s Mister Simon?” I gulped.

The man pointed to his shoulder. “Here.”

His words sent a shiver down my spine. “The monkey?” I gasped.

“Naturally.”

“It can talk?”

“In a way, though he rather prefers he over it. Mister Simon is quite particular in his manners.”

The monkey told him I was armed?

Goosebumps danced across my skin. Every instinct screamed at me to fight, but paralysing fear clawed at my insides, and reduced me to nothing but a timid little mouse, lost and alone.

“Now, if you’d kindly place my letter opener back on the stand, there’s a good chap.”

“Not a chance,” I stammered, the blade aimed at him. “You take another step, it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

A grin erupted across his face. “Marvellous. I was hoping you’d say that.”

Reaching into the pocket of his waistcoat, he produced a small box no bigger than a deck of cards and pointed it at me. I braced, ready for his attack when a small iron plate fixed to the wall beside me started to hum. Instantly, my hand flew backwards and slammed against it, the letter opener pinned against my hand, almost drawn to the plate by an invisible force. I clenched my teeth, straining to free myself from the trap he’d sprung, but it was impossible.

I released my grip on the knife, but still, it stuck to my hand, as if the wall itself was holding it in place. The metal plate continued to hum, while the man squinted at me for a moment, dusted his seat, then dropped back down.

“Well now, I think perhaps we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot,” he smiled. “Allow me to introduce myself, my name is—”

“Abernathy,” I spat.

His eyes twinkled. “Aha, you’ve heard of me?”

“No,” I stammered. “Any fool can read a letter.”

His eyes fell on the mail by the door, and a smile spread across his lips. He clapped his hands together, clearly delighted with my answer. Why, I didn’t know.

“Scintillating,” he chuckled. “A fighter to the end, yet able to read his surroundings no matter what.” He glanced at the monkey on his shoulder. “An interesting development, no?”

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. What was wrong with him?

“Dear boy,” he sighed, his attention fixed on me. “I do believe you are exactly the sort I’m searching for. Allow me a proper introduction. Professor Thaddeus Q Abernathy, at your service.”

“At my service?” I gasped. “At my service? Are you deranged? You cut my fingers off!”

The man’s face turned whiter than a ghost. “Never,” he spluttered, a hand clutched to his heart. “On my life, I swear I did no such thing.”

“Liar!”

His eyes darted from the coat to me and then back before his hands flew to his face and his entire body shook. Wheezing laughter filled the room as he slapped at his thigh with a palm. “Dear boy,” he giggled. “Your fingers are no more severed than you’ve begun to grow wings.”

Wiping a tear from his eye, he stood to pace across the room. I expected his hands to close around my throat. Instead, he gripped my wrist and tugged it free from his coat.

“There,” he said. “You’re perfectly fine. Such drama. Perhaps a career on the stage beckons?”

I stared at my hand, baffled. Covering it was a fine cloth bag attached by a thin copper wire with a thumbnail-sized vial held in a clasp. Tiny needles set inside the wire bit into my skin. I tried flexing my fingers, but they didn’t move. “What’s this?” I whispered. “What’ve you done to me?”

“It’s quite simple. I’m an inventist, you see. This is one of my designs.”

“An inventor?” 

“Heavens, no,” he spluttered. “An inventor only asks how, but an inventist asks why.”

Still gazing at my hand, I shook my head. My brain couldn't make sense of the man, his home, or anything he’d said. Doubtless he read my thoughts, because he tapped my shoulder and cleared his throat, snatching my attention from the bag.

“Worry not, everything will become clearer, in time. For now, I advise you not to fret. I imagine you’ll regain feeling within the hour.” Still gripping my wrist, his fingers danced across the bracelet and it fell to the floor. “It’s a Morsus Cuff,” he smiled, “nothing more.”

“A what?”

“A Morsus,” he called, raising a gloved hand to his mouth. “It’s my design, you see.”

“Why’re you shouting?” I snapped. “I can hear well enough.”

“Oh, I thought you—never mind, my apologies,” he replied. He stooped to pick the device up. “Permit me to explain. This curiosity is merely something I wear to deter our fair city’s pickpockets.” He held it to my face. “Observe. These tiny needles are positioned to activate whenever a hand slides through the bracelet. When triggered, they pump a small quantity of poison into the skin, paralysing the limb, but preventing me from losing my valuables.”

My cheeks grew hot. “Poison?”

“Fear not,” he smiled, “though a large enough dose of it will certainly kill you, I’ve isolated the chemicals which cause paralysis to ensure nothing more than an unresponsive limb for an hour or two. Rattlesnakes are such fascinating creatures, don’t you agree?”

I glanced at my fingers. “You ain’t going to kill me?”

“Kill you? What on earth makes you think I wished to do such a thing?”

“You threatened me.” 

“I did not.”

“You did. You said it’ll get worse if I ran to the copper.”

“A simple misunderstanding,” he sniffed. “Since your hand was caught in my pocket, I imagined the good constable might have taken a dim view of such behaviour. You’d be in the workhouse in no time.”

I took a deep breath. “So, I ain’t gonna die?”

“Well, eventually you will, obviously, although not now. As a matter of fact, you are precisely the individual I need.”

“For what?”

He didn’t reply. Instead, he pointed the box at me and clicked the button. The force pinning my hand disappeared, and the letter opener clattered to the floor. I snatched my hand away and rubbed it as the man stepped back. “What is your name?” he asked.

“Blink,” I muttered. “Why?”

“And your age?”

“Dunno. Fifteen or sixteen.”

“Your accent? Not an English one, I assume?”

“Half,” I shrugged. “My mother was English. My father was American. What’s it to you?”

His eyes narrowed. “Was? Your mother was English?”

“She’s dead.”

“I see. Might I enquire as to how?”

“None of your damn business,” I snapped.

“Come now,” he smiled.

Why it was so important, I didn’t know. There wasn’t a chance I was going to answer, but he sat with a stupid empty smile stretched across his face until finally, I relented. “The Volgrovian Grippe. It took her after my father vanished.”

“The Grippe? Goodness, a more vile wasting disease doesn’t exist.”

Biting his lip, he turned to the monkey. Almost immediately, the monkey screeched and gestured, its little hands a blur of movement. The man named Abernathy motioned to the creature and caused it to shriek. The monkey signed back, and the man scoffed. If I didn’t know better, I might have sworn they were arguing.

I’ve lost my mind, I thought. I’ve gone insane.

Whatever the outcome, the monkey was furious. With a piercing cry, it hopped off his shoulder, dashed across an armchair, and vanished up the iron oak tree staircase.

“Not to worry,” the man shrugged, as his monkey fled. “He does have quite the temper, although I’m sure he’ll come around eventually.” He shook his head and busied himself with the teapot. “Well, Blink,” he sighed, his attention back on me, “forgive me if I seem just a tad hasty, but I believe we’ve found ourselves in a most delightful situation.”

“Oh yeah?” I gulped. “An’ what situation’s tha’ then?”

“Well, if you have a minute, I can certainly explain. You see, in you, I think I’ve found exactly the man I’m looking for.”

I thrust out my chin. “Right man? Right man for what?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I need—”

His words were cut off by hammering at the door. He was on his feet in an instant, his eyes wide and his jaw tense. “Find cover,” he hissed. “Now.”
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Chapter Three

Message from The Devil
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Snatching the letter opener from the floor beside my feet, I threw myself down behind the nearest armchair. I peered over the armrest in time to see him shoot a nervous glance at me. Seeing me hidden, he placed one hand on the knob as the other clasped around the handle of a gun he’d kept hidden at his waist.

From his belt, he withdrew a brass reyvolva, threaded his fingers through the pistol’s guard rings, and held it to his chest. He paused, listening for the slightest noise, then as quietly as possible, snapped a bullet keg in front of the trigger and drew the ball weight to load it. There was a dull click as the first shot slotted into the barrel.

Lips pursed, he pressed an ear to the door. I didn’t take my eyes off him, even as a knot grew in my stomach when his frown deepened. Rain pelted the windowpanes and the blood road in my ears, yet save for the storm outside, inside was silent and still.

Abernathy glanced back, and our eyes met. He lifted a hand and flattened it down to tell me to stay low and hidden. Sweat broke across his brow. He stepped back and placed the foot-long pistol’s barrel against the wood. Whoever stood on the other side was about to find bullets the size of fingers chewing through the door.

I screwed my eyes shut. Reyvolva blasts were louder than thunder, and I waited, hands over my ears, sure to be turned half-deaf by the roaring shot when a voice cried out, “Abernathy? I say old bean, are you there?”

With a cry of surprise, Abernathy jammed the gun into his belt. He rushed to an umbrella rack mounted on the wall and yanked one down like a lever. A dull thump echoed around the room, and the door swung open.

A pair of police-troops barged inside. Gas masks and acorn-domed helmets covered their faces, and their bulky frames strained against the long leather coats they kept buttoned against the winter chill. Each copper kept his flintlock repeater pistol holstered, although both withdrew wooden clubs, and parted to allow two men in suits to enter.

The first appeared to be around sixty and almost wider than he was tall. A thick black moustache sprouted from beneath a bulbous nose and curled up towards his ears in plumes. His sparkling eyes were smaller than currants, almost hidden behind rose-tinted cheeks. If the older man seemed no harder than a pillow, his companion appeared no softer than flint. Every feature in his harsh, angular face reminded me of shards of broken glass and ice. I imagined anyone foolish enough to brush against him would have found themselves cut by his sharpness.

He was almost twice as tall as the older man and far thinner, with a grey complexion and sneering, milky eyes. His coal-black hair was slicked back, and his face was clean-shaven, save for a pencil-thin moustache beneath a knife-like nose. While the older man’s suit bulged and stretched in its attempt to contain his swollen belly, the younger man’s clothes almost swallowed him. Together, they removed their hats and coats and placed their canes against the wall.

“Abernathy,” the older man moaned, clutching his chest. “It’s happened! He made contact. The devil himself attacks London and now, five million lives hang by a thread.”

He thrust something at Abernathy, who held it up to the light to inspect it. It was a thin metal pipe, no bigger than a cigar. “Oh?” Abernathy sighed. “Bad news, I assume?”

The younger man rolled his eyes. “Bad? Is this all you’ve got to say?” He turned to his companion. “I warned you this would be a waste of time. Begging a third-rate tinkerer for help? My God, if anyone caught us in this hovel, there’d be no end to the scandal.”

The two newcomers started bickering like a pair of yowling cats while Abernathy tried to calm them. All three were distracted, and with their backs to me. I saw my chance to leave, yet as I rose to slink away, the floor creaked, and the older man flinched.

“Burglar,” he squawked, cowering behind the others. “Abernathy, he’s broken in!”

Abernathy held out a hand. “Blink, I’d quite forgotten you were there,” he chuckled. “Come, join us, will you?”

With three pairs of eyes on me, not to mention Abernathy’s hand outstretched, I lurched forward. The younger man visibly recoiled and wrinkled his nose at my advance. Arrogance dripped from his features like wax from a burning candle.

“Dear God, Abernathy,” he sneered. “What is this thing doing here? Look at how foul its skin is, how greasy its hair is. Has it ever even heard of soap and water? Remove this witless wretch from my sight this instant.”

My fists clenched on instinct, and the words tumbled from my mouth before I had the chance to stop them. “Oh yeah? Well, my brain works better than you smell, you cockle-hawking whelk-flinger!”

The younger man’s face flushed purple. “How dare you speak to me with such impudence,” he roared, snatching his cane. “By God, I’ll teach you some manners!”

He swung the stick for my skull when Abernathy darted between us and raised his arm to block the blow. I expected him to scream in pain, or else hear the sickening crack of breaking bones, but all I heard was a dull metallic clang as the cane bounced off his wrist.

“Dear sir,” Abernathy smiled as the younger man stumbled back. “Please, no violence in my house.”

Red-faced and half-hidden behind his companion, the rich twerp smoothed his hair and brushed the ruffles of his suit, a look of pure poison written across his features. It was impossible to tell whether he was embarrassed or enraged, though I suspected both. His lips twitched as he raised the cane once more, ready to take another swing when his eyes flickered to Abernathy. Puffing his cheeks, he tossed his stick down and stormed towards a small wooden cabinet from which he tore a dusty, onion-shaped bottle, and proceeded to slosh the liquid into a nearby glass.

But the dark looks of a pampered poodle with his greedy nose buried in someone else’s drink was the last thing on my mind. Instead, I stood in awe, shocked at the strength of Abernathy, a man who appeared to shrug off a vicious attack as if it were nothing but a gentle breeze. He took one look at me and shrugged.

“Well, I suppose my secret is out of the bag now, isn’t it?” 

Without another word, he removed the glove from his left hand and rolled up his shirt sleeve, a simple motion but one which caused me to gasp. Five metallic fingers flexed themselves into an iron fist. His forearm glistened silvery grey, and between metal bones, brass cogs whirred, and five tiny pistons pumped and hissed with the movement of his fingers. He tapped a fist against his arm, then his elbow, then his shoulder, moving up until the clang of metal changed to the thump of skin and muscle.

“Come now,” he sighed. “I believe it’s time for introductions.” He placed his silvery hand on my shoulder and pointed to the older man. “This fine gentleman is Lord Percival Almustot, our distinguished Home Secretary. The chap helping himself to my brandy is Baron Killian Roszbarat, a nephew of Her Majesty.” Almustot gave a nervous nod while Roszbarat simply scowled. “And this, good sirs,” he continued, “is Blink, my new assistant. He’s an American, you know.”

I opened my mouth, about to protest when Almustot clapped his hands together.

“Another assistant?” He squeaked. “Goodness, Abernathy, I’m surprised there’s anyone left to answer your advertisements. I do hope you’re paying him well?”

“Wait,” I interrupted, “I never agreed to—”

“Of course, Lord Almustot,” Abernathy chuckled. “Five pounds a week with room and board.”

For a second, I was unable to move, sure I’d misheard. There was no chance anyone in their right mind would offer a lowly street-rat they’d plucked from the cobbles so much money. 

Was there?

“Hm,” Almustot sniffed, “a generous wage, I must say.”

I couldn’t believe my ears.

Five pounds was twice what I made in a month’s good thieving. Not only was he offering more money than I’d ever earned, but he was throwing in somewhere to live as well. Who was this man? And why was he offering me a small fortune?

“Quite a turn of events when one considers I found him trying to pick my pocket.”

Roszbarat took a step back. “Is this true, boy?” He spat. “Am I in the presence of a vulgar Yankee thief?”

Abernathy threw me a reassuring nod. “Fear not, you’re safe here.”
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