
About “Her Majesty’s Auditor”:

Tasked with auditing the accounts of the Queen's ore mines, auditor Howard Forsyth encounters the notorious and feared administrator of the mines. Soon his life is threatened on an adventurous train ride with steam cars and a steam-powered flying object. This is not how he had imagined Lord Palmerston's audit engagement. Then, when he is suspected of murdering the former accountant, his secret lover, whom no one is supposed to know about, rushes to his aid. Will they both survive? What role does the missing general ledger play? What is the sinister invention for?

Not everyone is what they seem.
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T

he train arrived at Victoria, Greene County as a thunderstorm rolled in. The large engines of the locomotive chugged on as the brakes squealed loudly to bring the mammoth vehicle to a slow halt. The dark clouds cast a gloomy shadow on the train station and those who waited to receive the individuals aboard the train. The steam-powered behemoth locked onto the rails, letting out a loud hiss which spewed hot water vapor into the air.

The carriages furthest from the engine opened up first. It had the fewest number of occupants as men accompanied by one or two women walked off the train into horse-drawn carriages that awaited them. The women were dressed in the elegant bell-shaped gowns, with countless pleats sewn in all over with the finest silk money could buy, the dresses being such that their tiny legs were almost invisible under it. Their purses clutched underarm and their other hand clutched in the elbow of the men that accompanied them.

The men in turn were dressed just as extravagantly. Most held gold-tipped canes and suede hats. Their morning coats made from the most premium materials as were the jackets and shirts they wore underneath. They chattered away without a care in the world, with an elegance that could be mistaken for pride. While it was slow and painstaking, the coaches furthest from the engine emptied out and its occupants were safely in their carriages, heading off.

The middle coaches opened up just as the heavens let loose. Howard Forsyth bolted out of the vehicle along with other men alongside him. He hailed a carriage looking to transport travelers for a fare. He spoke quickly, giving the coachman his address. There were only a handful of women in his section of the coach, wives of the men returning from trips with their husbands.

The animal-driven vehicle took off to a slow pace, trying to go around people on foot hurrying to shelter from the rain. As it moved past the train, the final coach opened with people nearly tumbling over one another in a mad rush to get out. It was packed to its maximum with men, most dressed in what many in Greene County would consider as rags. They hauled grimy sacks which contained whatever food they had managed to work for in their time out of town. Some of those bags would serve as items of sustenance for a family of four or five children. Mouths that would greet them first when they could be made from the distance as they approached their home, greetings which would be followed by expectations of something worthwhile from their long time away. 

Howard watched the faces of the men through the smudgy glass of the carriage. Their faces looked weather-beaten and tough. Men who had worked for every single morsel they had ever gotten since their birth. Some of them in their early twenties, an age where Howard could recall getting his first letter to work as an accountant right after he had finished his time in college. The young men before him were incapable of any literary activities and depended solely on their brute to get from day to day.

The ride from the train station took him through the lower town where the men from the last coach lived with their families. Dirt roads sprawled all across what many considered to be the underbelly of the society as log cabins littered the roadside. Many sold wares directly from their homes and some ran along the street with them, along with their kids. Mud puddles shook up his carriage as it plowed through the now-quiet streets. The rains had caused all activities to cease, but as Howard stared through the hazy glass, wiping the small fog his exhalation caused, he could see the flushed cheeks of children huddled together under a blanket waiting for the rains to cease so they could continue their business.

The dirt roads gave way to the paved cobblestone streets of Howard’s neighborhood. He never truly felt comfortable leaving his home, as the discomfort from seeing the change in scenery always made him ask questions that those of his class considered a sacrilege. The houses furthest from his neighborhood looked as though they would fall apart anytime soon, but the closer he got to his home, the more the houses began to look like each other causing the transition from the slums to feel almost invisible. Well-painted and decorated, the houses in his neighborhood were simple yet designed with a taste for flair. Chimneys rose here and there, warming the bodies of the families that lived there.

Howard paid the coachman, tipping him gratefully for getting him through his journey without too much trouble. The coachman walked him to his doorstep with an umbrella before returning to grab his briefcase and other bags. Howard thanked him and hauled his belongings through the front door of his home.

Howard Forsyth had lived in a smaller house in a more sequestered part of the town after college. His father had worked as a physician before his death, tending mostly to the upper elite of society. The Forsyths had earned themselves an upper hand because of this, as the folks of upper class requested their medical care to get to them faster and even more importantly with a manner of discretion that his father could offer, the payments only got as good at it could get. This allowed Howard and his father to move in closer to their customers, unquestioned and unbothered because everyone knew who his father was, they lived in a better part of town and the perks of their relationship with the people his father now treated was more than worth it. Right after his first job after college, his father passed away, leaving the family house to him.

The Forsyth household had five bedrooms, a grand hall, a study, and four conveniences. Each bedroom harbored a small chandelier that carried candles that were often the rooms' only source of light after daylight, and a number of mahogany furniture that sat, neatly arranged for the class they represented and the company they often welcomed. The walls were draped with wallpapers that masked the oddity of the wood, and paintings of different sizes by a variety of artists, which Howard and his father had collected over time, and the floors were made of some of the best of polished oak wood. Carpets imported from different parts of the world were spread out all across the house, giving it a lush cozy feeling.

The entire house was kept warm by the furnace in the end of the grand hall, slow-burning wood was being reduced to charred coal in the corner. To the left of the furnace was a large shelf, on display were the items which the Forsyth family had acquired over the years. Brass sculptures and figurines carved out of granite lined the shelves. Artifacts from Africa, West-Africa in particular, relics which Howard had learned their stories and knew better than some of his own, because he’d not only learnt them for his curiosity and interest in the uniqueness of the man-made objects, but so he could have a tale to use to entertain the guests which they often had, a culture they’d learned as their family got closer to those of the upper class. A perfectly preserved skull of baby elephant hung to its side, tusks intact.

“Howard! You’re back!”

“Yes, I am, Edmund. How have you been?”

Edmund Hall sat by the fireplace, a bit of scotch in one hand and a cigar in the other. He was a tiny man, about a foot shorter than Howard. Edmund got to his feet as he walked briskly over to him, a manner of movement that seemed odd for someone of that size, leaning his weight on the cane with which he walked. Howard found this surprising, but held his comments to himself. A firm handshake ensued between the two gentlemen.

“How was your meeting with Lord Palmerston?”

“Quite eventful, as you’d expect. He is quite the reputable fellow.”

“Oh, that, I’m quite certain of. Where are my manners? You’re back from your trip and I keep you on your feet? Please, retire to your chambers.” Edmund tapped his cane on the floor hard twice, summoning one of the house servants. With a curt nod, Howard’s bags were carried away. “I’ll get one of them to run a bath for you. You must be exhausted from your travels. Now, go get some rest. I’ll see you for dinner, yes?”

“Most certainly. Oh, and Edmund?”

“Yes, Howard?”

“Thank you.”

The death of Howard’s mother had thrown the Forsyth household into a dark period. Howard’s Father cleared out all his servants and everything that would remind him of his late wife. This led to him working to keep his household in order, something he and Howard managed to do for decades. After his passing, Howard realized that he couldn’t keep the house running on his own, not with his job dividing his attention. That was when he met Edmund.

Edmund Hall was a hustler, a man who had literally consciously bumped into Howard on the street, jumped into an apology and began to offer his sales of smoking pipes to the gentleman. When they first met, Howard was just finishing his education and Edmund was just another man from the outskirts of town looking to make a quick buck and move on to the next day. But Howard saw a different type of drive in Edmund. The man didn’t just want his next meal, he wanted everything this life could offer and he was willing to do anything for it.

As Howard acquired the family house, Edmund quickly took the chance to let him know that it would be impossible to run such a large house on his own. Edmund, in turn, sought out the best servants from the lower town, getting them jobs in the Forsyth household. Getting his pay from Howard, he struggled to keep money in his pocket as it was easy to quickly see that his ultimate goal was to move up the social ladder and become a member of the elite society.

He spent his money buying clothes and items that he could flaunt out on the street, trying to appear higher than he was. He would attend balls and interact with those much higher than himself in the echelon of society. Whatever Edmund set his mind to, he would ensure the task was completed to perfection. Howard had grown quite fond of Edmund as he had come to respect the zeal of the man and his quest to become someone better and recognizable in the society.

“So, he seems happy with everything? I say that with the utmost inquisition as you are the only one for miles.”

“Lord Palmerston doesn’t exactly seem like a man who is easily pleased. Despite all my cajoling, he basically gave me nothing, just more work to do.”

Edmund poured himself some more of the broth which they were having for supper, his mind working as he ate. He worked with Howard as his subordinate at the office, handling matters which were less pressing and could be done without the necessity of Forsyth overseeing them himself. “I’m guessing he wants you to oversee the new project at the steel mines?”

“Yes.”

“Dammit.”

“Watch your language, Edmund.”

“But Sir...”

Howard held up a hand, causing Edmund to pause and recalibrate. “But Howard. The mines are under the jurisdiction of Sir Fitzhugh.”

“And he in turn, reports to Lord Palmerston as well. If he tries to make a fuss, perhaps he would like to take his grievances straight to the Lord himself.”

“It would be quite the undertaking.” Edmund spoke with a mouthful of cabbage.

“It is a task I couldn’t say no to. And maybe now, we might finally be able to move uptown with the profits from this.”

“Well, yes, we may. It is just that I worry about Fitzhugh. That man is regarded notorious and as much as I would hate to say it, it would be quite a dangerous task.”

A serving girl walked in, adding a large bowl of mutton to the table. Howard looked up at her, locking eyes. She smiled in return and did a little curt nod before backing away from the table. Edmund watched them between forkfuls of food, chewing inappropriately. As soon as she was out of earshot, Edmund cleared his throat.

“What would be truly dangerous, would be pursuing something with Adeline. It would do...”

“Edmund, let me worry about my social status. You have a lot of work to do as well. This is on both of us, I will be needing your help and we very much might be getting our hands dirty, so let us try to keep focused on the task, yes?”

“I’m not sure if I’m the one who lacks focus.”

“Come again?”

“I’m just saying, if you truly aspire to move with the elite, the movers and shakers of this town, you can’t be seen with the likes of Adeline, it’s a hard truth. She is no doubt a nice lady, but for the sakes of your reputation and business, I highly suggest you to reconsider.”

“I’ll consider it.”

The thunderstorm was at its peak after dinner. Howard retired to his bedroom, finding the doors to his quarters open. Adeline stood by a chair, her back to him as she folded his laundry, placing them into a wardrobe in front of her. She wore a long tan gown made mostly from animal hide and low-grade leather. The lights from the candles on the chandelier danced across her skin as the soft winds from the storm bothered them. She had long blonde hair tied into a single ponytail and tucked behind her to prevent it from getting in the way of her chores.

Howard remembered when he first met Adeline. Edmund had brought him a handful of young women who were looking to make a fair wage working in the Forsyth household. In the first week of her working there, Howard watched Adeline get in a fight with the servants already at work there, not backing down from men who were twice her size, trying to intimidate her with their masculinity. He admired her for her resolve and tenacity, and also for her beauty.

“Adeline.”

She spun around at the sound of his voice, lightning lit up the night sky as she faced him, a burst of wind blew out a few candles.

“Master Forsyth.”

They locked eyes for a moment as their minds reminisced in sync of all the times they had spent together and the time they had spent apart. The open door behind Howard prevented him from doing what he so dearly desired. In two steps, he would cover the distance between himself and Adeline, before lifting her in his arms into a tight embrace, locking their lips together in a primal hunger that would satiate both their desires.

The wind blew again, tugging lightly at the hem of her gown and at his collar. She drew her gaze away from him, turning to a nearby window and shut its louvers. She remained still, pretending to be busy fastening its lock. Adeline felt a shiver travel down her spine as Howard’s hand ran down her cheek, causing her to turn a shade of red as a smile tugged at her face.

“Howard, we could... someone might see.”

“Let them. I will not be a scared man in my own house.”

“At least have the decency to shut the doors.”

“I like to live dangerously.” Howard spoke as he used the back of his leg to kick the door close.

“And just how dangerous would that be?” She spoke, joy filling her voice. She relaxed into his arms as he pulled her into a cuddle on the bed beside them.

“Dangerous enough... to do this... and this...” He kissed her on her neck and cheek, pausing midsentence for emphasis “...and stare death in the face every day. Just for you.”

She stared at his face in the dim lighting of the room, not bothered about the candles which had gone off, which she was
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