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To my grandfather, the sorriest, surliest bastard to ever put pen to
paper. For every word that follows, blame him.






ACT 1

"In yet another example of tragically misapplied genius, the
mysterious anarchist who calls himself Professor Hemlock has
done it again—several of the Eastern Aberwick Bank's calculation
engines have been crippled through the irresponsible application of
reckless mathematics. The rogue chaotician claimed responsibility
for the financial disaster in a letter delivered to the Isle Gazette
(see page 9a), citing the company’s cutthroat business tactics,
support of imperialism, and rude bank tellers as justification.
Authorities continue to investigate the anarchist's activities while
urging all citizens to behave no differently during this time of
fiscal duress. Meanwhile, one question lingers upon the lips of
every man, woman, and child: Who is Professor Hemlock?"

—Front page of the Isle Gazette, 'PROFESSOR HEMLOCK
STRIKES AGAIN'
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CHAPTER 1: A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO OUR
TALE OCCURRING 20 YEARS PRIOR, WHEREIN
PIGS TAKE FLIGHT, FOOLS TAKE NOTE, AND A
GRAND PARTNERSHIP IS PROPOSED

*

~T~

"Dear Madame," the letter read. "Although we remain
appreciative of your continued attempts to bring a feminine touch
to the world of aeronautics, the Royal Society of Aviation regrets
to inform you that your design shall fly only once swine have taken
to the skies."

The letter was framed and mounted on the dining room
wall.

The room had become a workshop. An exquisitely crafted
flame maple table that had once been its centerpiece was now
pressed against the far wall, its rich and vibrant texture smothered
beneath greased tools and blueprints pinned under various bits of
silver cutlery. Nuts and bolts were organized by size and dumped
into teacups along the table; at its edge sat a battered mechanics
book smudged with oiled fingerprints.

The woman who studied the book was fiercely handsome,
possessing the allure of an ominous storm. Her dark, thick
eyebrows grated against each other like cogs in some vast and
terrible engine, trembling beneath the pressure of her thought. A
pair of aviator goggles dangled just below her delicate jaw and
over her pale throat. It added to the contradictions of her
appearance—the grease stains upon her fine evening gown, the
grime beneath her well-trimmed nails, and the sweat above her
elegant brow.

Abigail Parsley drew her attention away from the tome and
turned to the contraption that occupied the middle of her dining
room. Its main body was a canoe, with a chair fastened down
inside it; a complex knot of ropes, pulleys, levers, and beams
connected it to an immense woolen sack that draped over its side
and across the floor. Though the machine had been built from spare
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Abigail inspects her marvelous contraption.
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parts and plundered ideas, its overall design remained her own. She
knew every inch of it - every screw, every fastener, and every fold.

She took her seat in the cradle of her invention and pulled
the goggles up over her eyes. She now found herself facing the
letter that had spurred her to action; taking in a slow breath, she
read the last line to herself:

Your design shall fly only once swine have taken to the
skies.

"Very well," she said, and then she turned the machine on.

The frame shuddered. Valves hissed. Wood creaked and
sheepskin bags groaned.

"Soar," Abigail whispered.

The woolen sack was soon flushed with gases, rising up
over her in a cigar-shaped lump. As it grew bloated and buoyant,
Abigail was struck by a peculiar dizziness; the vessel was
gradually leaving the earth, its skids sliding across the tiled floor. It
bobbed, sluggishly rising toward the dining room's open glass
portal.

Abigail held the controls steady. The edge of the vessel's
balloon came precariously close to the opening's squared edges -
she instinctively held her breath as she felt a metal corner scrape
across the bag, denting the fabric. But in only a moment, the
airship had cleared the gap and floated out into the brisk day's air.

She waited until her estate sank far beneath her feet. Then,
biting down on her bottom lip, she twisted the levers and dragged
the ship's nose down.

It groaned before lunging into a dive over the fields of the
village.

Abigail eased the levers back, allowing the ship time to
regain its altitude. Then, wearing a supremely satisfied grin, she
reached up and unraveled the rope that kept the canopy over the
balloon in place. When the cover slid off, it exposed her personal
touch to the design.

Abigail laughed and steered the first unpowered dirigible
towards the sun.
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Some considerable distance away, the author of the missive
that spurred Abigail to action was enjoying his afternoon tea with
friends among the ivy-drenched gardens of the Royal Society of
Aviation's chapter-house. The setting was splendid, with lush
foliage weaving its way through the ivory lattice fences and the
friendly shade of a tall willow tree supplying respite from the
afternoon heat.

"The very premise is preposterous," said Mr. Twine.
"Preposterous!" He would often shout this at the slightest
provocation; it was a word that suited him well. Mr. Twine's mind
suffered from a surplus of opinions in much in the same way that a
person's looks might suffer from a surplus of face; all but the
mightiest features disappeared beneath the tyrannical enormity of
the whole.

"Of course, of course," agreed Mr. Elle, who was prone to
getting lost in city streets as a result of following strangers who
looked as if they might know the way. "Absolutely. Ah, but I do
not think Mr. Cork heard you when you said exactly which part of
the premise was so preposterous. Might you explain it, merely for
his sake?"

"A letter that arrived at our fine establishment only a month
ago. Penned by a woman, its very premise was preposterous.
Preposterous!"

"Preposterous, you say?" said Mr. Cork, a rotund dirigible
pilot who had been responsible for so many airship disasters that
his name now appeared on the government's annual military
budget. He had just awoken from a brief nap, and sleepily joined
the conversation. "Howso?"

"Why, the whole thing!" Mr. Twine said. "A navigable
unpowered dirigible? One which sails the skies much like a ship
sails the seas? Ridiculous. Everyone knows that an engine is
required for any true degree of control."

"And a skilled navigator," Mr. Cork lazily added.

"And a skilled navigator," Mr. Twine agreed. "But just
imagine—some fussy filly thinking she could understand the
nuanced complexities of flight."

"Er," Mr. Elle said, looking up. "Did it suddenly get a bit
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cloudier?"

"So, of course, I told her that we were quite sorry, but
penmanship does not count..."

"Er," Mr. Cork said, following Mr. Elle's gaze. "I beg your
pardon, Mr. Twine."

"—and that her invention would fly—"

"Mr. Twine!" Mr. Elle and Mr. Cork spoke in unison.

"—only once swine took to flight. What?" Mr. Twine
snapped, scowling.

"Look up."

Mr. Twine did.

And stared with slack-jawed shock.

The dirigible had been painted into the likeness of a pig,
with gaily colored wings drawn upon either of its sides; its front
wore the visage of a cheerful porcine grin, complete with stubby
nose. Sitting in the gondola tucked beneath it was a young comely
woman wearing a formal dress, a scarf, goggles, and an aviator's
cap.

"Good afternoon, gentlemen." Abigail said, wrenching the
controls forward to bring the dirigible down gracefully in the
center of the chapter-house's garden. "Are you having tea? How
delightful. Might I join you?"

Exhausted and exhilarated after a day spent making her
peers look like fools, Abigail returned home to find two men of
dubious character waiting for her in the smoking lounge.

Both were young and well dressed, but after that, all
comparisons between the two failed. One was dark and calm,
sitting in a comfortable arm-chair as he enjoyed a freshly lit pipe;
the other was blond and fidgety, wearing down her expensive
carpet with the soles of his expensive shoes. Abigail's eyes flashed
with fury at these two men and their unannounced intrusion.

"I do not know who you two are," she told them, retrieving
the fire poker from her hearth. "But as I remember telling the
servants to allow no one in, I can only assume you have arrived



ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM -6

through some means of mischief—"

"Mischief," the dark haired one said, laughing. "Yes, you
could certainly make that claim, Miss Parsley."

At once, the other turned to her, glaring at the poker in her
grip. "I still think this is a mistake, Nigel."

"Oh, quiet down. She’s exactly what we're looking for."

"Explain yourselves at once, or I will send someone to fetch
the constable," Abigail said, pointing the poker at the blond.

"We apologize for our crude manner," Nigel replied,
moving to stand and bow. "We gained entry by convincing your
servants that this is a matter of the utmost importance. Do not think
poorly of them; we are quite persuasive when we wish to be. [ am
Professor Arcanum, and this is my associate, Mr. Daffodil."

The iron poker wavered in her grip, its tip beginning to sink
toward the carpet. "Arcanum? Daffodil?"

"Yes," Jeremiah said. "We’re very important people, you
know."

"Yes, yes. | recognize your names," Abigail replied. "I
know you, Nigel—the famous naturalist and mathematician. And
you," she added, glaring at Jeremiah, "the equally infamous mad
scientist and administrator of the Steamwork. I read that last paper
of yours."

"Oh?" Jeremiah asked, the scowl melting into something
cheerful and bright. "Did you?"

"Yes," she said. "Absolute rubbish. You had no clue what
you were babbling about."

Jeremiah blanched.

Nigel laughed. "Oh yes," he said. "You are most certainly
what we need."

"I’ve read your work as well," she told Nigel. "You, at least,
seem to have some fundamental grasp over your field." She now
held the iron poker out in front of her as if it were a sword, still
watching the men warily. "Nevertheless, I fail to understand what
matter requires you to intrude in my home at such a late hour
without so much as sending a letter of introduction first."

"Secrecy, Miss Parsley." Nigel said, then tapped the bell of
his pipe to spill the loose ash into a tray. "We require your
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assistance. Jeremiah and I are working on a remarkable project."

"A project?" Abigail’s eyes narrowed. "Oh yes, let me
guess. You are working on some sort of ground-breaking research;
some immensely important and grand experiment. But just one
problem—you have yet to find some means to fund your wondrous
project.”

"Well," Nigel said, "Funding is always a problem, yes—"

"And so you’ve read a little bit about me, found out that
I’m a very rich and unmarried woman who is very keen about
matters of mathematics and engineering?"

"Well, yes, something like that—"

"And so you think, ‘Oh, of course she’ll sponsor our
wonderful experiment!’," Abigail finished. She swept the poker up
and pointed to the exit. "Out."

"You’ve got it all wrong," Jeremiah began, but Nigel cut
him off.

"Of course. We shall leave at once," he told her. "We
apologize for bothering you with this trifling matter. Would you
care to perhaps show us to the door?"

Abigail glared. "The faster you are out of my home, the
better." She gestured for the gentlemen to follow; it was then that
she noticed both were carrying umbrellas with peculiar stylized
hilts. "Are you daft? There isn't a cloud in the sky."

"Isn't there?" Nigel asked, then shrugged.

This gave Abigail pause, but she was quick to brush it
aside. She led them both to the exit, opening the door and stepping
aside to let them leave. Before she could slam the door shut, both
had turned to face her.

"Mr. Daffodil?" Nigel said. "Time, please."

Jeremiah removed a gold pocket watch from his coat,
checking it. "Forty five seconds."

"Madame, if [ may just mention, before we go—one of the
reasons we came to you was because of a paper you wrote. ‘The
Impossibility of Weather Prediction’, I believe."

Abigail’s hand rested against the doorknob. "Yes? What of
it?"

"Even my compatriot acknowledged it as a brilliant



ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM -8

summary of what makes accurate weather prediction absurd,"
Nigel said. "You describe the difficulties of understanding
incredibly complex systems elegantly. We were particularly
smitten with your example of how, over time and through a chain
of countless events, the stroke of a sparrow's wings can change the
course of a hurricane."

"Yes, yes," Abigail said irritably, although she flushed
beneath the presence of the compliment. "Well, then, I’ll bid you
both a good night."

"Time, Mr. Daffodil?"

"Twenty seconds."

"You were correct, of course. Predicting weather with our
standard model of mathematics is impossible," Nigel said. "The
best we can do is attempt a somewhat educated guess."

"I’'m aware," she snapped. "I wrote the paper. Now, as [ was
saying, good night—"

"Mark," said Jeremiah.

Both gentlemen lifted their umbrellas skyward and opened
them with a pop. At that exact instant, thunder roared over their
heads. A shower of rain dropped down over Abigail’s estate like a
curtain on the stage.

Abigail stared up into the sky with an expression of
bewilderment.

"Well, then," Nigel said, turning back to the road. "I
suppose we’ll bid you a good night as well, Madame. Again, we
apologize for bothering you with this insignificant matter." He and
Jeremiah began to walk away, umbrellas held high.

It took Abigail a moment to find her voice. When she at last
did, it was burdened with a hoarse croak: "W—wait."

Jeremiah and Nigel stopped, looking over their shoulders.
Abigail ran out into the rain. When she reached them, she was
soaked through and through.

"Perhaps my original assessment was hasty. If you
gentlemen might need someone to look over your notes—"

"We are uninterested in a secretary," Nigel said.

"And we are certainly not looking for a sponsor," Jeremiah
said.
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"But," Nigel added with a swiftly growing smile, "we are in
the market for a partner."
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Nigel Arcanum and Jeremiah Daffodil propose a grand partnership.
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CHAPTER 2: IN WHICH TWENTY YEARS HAVE
SINCE PASSED, WE DISCOVER MUCH CLAMOR
IS AFOOT, AND OUR TITULAR PROTAGONIST
IS AT LAST INTRODUCED

*

~T~

A river of gold flowed through a steam-powered city.

It was carried upon the greased rails of human ingenuity,
ferried from one civilization to the next along a massive trumbling
track that speared its way through air and soil. Every day, its trains
pumped prosperity and corruption in equal parts through the city's
brass-lined veins. And every day, its trains ran on time.

The city of Aberwick was a topographical nightmare
wrested from the laudanum-fueled fever dreams of half-mad
cartographers. It was cradled in a yawning canyon of volcanic
rock, with communities swelling up into massive heaps of brick
and timber; the trains flowed aside, above, and even through these
mounds.

If the train rails were Aberwick's veins, then under
Aberwick was its steam-powered heart. Beneath the crusty topsoil
and the jigsaw puzzle of slums was a maze of tunnels and caverns
where ancient boilers harvested the burning expulsions of
geothermal vents, providing heat and power to the urban sprawl
above. A tangle of pipes tied in mad knots of right and wrong
angles slurped the volcanic gas like a thousand straws, drawing it
up to the slums and the extravagant villas that lay high above. But
despite all of this, it was the trains that had become the symbol of
Aberwick: ceaseless, endless, and punctual.

Count Orwick watched the city through his office window
as the trains outside plunged into tunnels and emerged across
bridges, forming a tangled knot complex enough to give even
Alexander's sword pause. Powerful locomotives weaved their way
through the web, their conductors following Orwick's calculated
directions—directions so divorced from common sense that
calamity seemed inevitable. Yet like a magician poring over
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archaic alchemical formulae, he snatched success from the jaws of
failure again and again.

His office was extravagant yet tasteful. Sets of exquisitely
crafted maple chairs inlaid with floral patterns and padded with
matching damask cushions gathered around his marble-topped
desk. Ornate brass fixtures capped with glass spheres provided
light along the walls, with coils of gas burning brilliantly within.

The elegance was lost upon Mr. Eddington as he marched
in; for him, it was all the useless trimmings of a noble busy-body.
The rail-thin administrator of the Steamwork was the sort of man
whose face had been designed explicitly for the purpose of
expressing outrage. There was never a moment when he lacked
either a cause for indignation or the indiscretion necessary to
express it.

He was accompanied by a gentleman who clutched a pile of
documents to his chest as if it were a crucifix and he had just
blundered into a den of nosferatu after wading through a pool of
blood mixed with steak sauce. Mr. Tweedle was the chief
administrator of all six of Aberwick's banks, and yet he was so
boring in appearance that we shall waste no more words to
describe him, save to note that he sometimes wore a very
uninteresting hat.

"Count Orwick!" Mr. Eddington cried, the force of his
voice causing Mr. Tweedle to cower. "I demand an explanation!"

Count Orwick tore himself away from the window with
great reluctance. He observed the gentlemen as an alley cat might
observe a pair of exotic birds kept safe in a cage; interesting, but
ultimately inconsequential.

"For what do you demand an explanation?" Count Orwick
asked.

"For this!" Mr. Eddington slapped the newspaper down
onto the desk.

"That," Orwick said, "is a newspaper. I believe it may, on
occasion, contain news."

"Sometimes crossword puzzles," Mr. Tweedle said, before
sinking under Mr. Eddington's withering glare.

"Not the paper, Count Orwick. The article on the front
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page." Mr. Eddington's finger stabbed at the title. It read:
STEAMWORK UNDER INVESTIGATION.

"Oh, that," Orwick said. "It should be of little concern to
such law-abiding men as yourselves."

"My associates and I brought our business to this fair city
under the assurances of non-interference at the hands of the
government."

"And so you have received it. And so you will continue to
receive it. Her Majesty has made clear her desire for your
sovereignty over personal affairs," Count Orwick said.

"Then what is this talk of an investigation? Why were we
not informed?"

"I planned on scheduling a meeting with you this afternoon
to discuss the matter," Orwick said. "Her Majesty has requested
your full compliance in a government investigation of your
facilities. She is concerned about the recent rash of attacks against
our banks, and what it might mean should your inventions at the
Steamwork fall into the wrong hands."

"Our security is second-to-none," Mr. Eddington said. "I
will not have your men interfering with my work, blundering about
in my workshops and disturbing my machines. We can carry out
our own investigation, thank you very much."

"And what have you unearthed concerning the recent
demise of your research assistant, Mr. Copper?"

"A tragedy, to be certain, but a wholly inevitable one," Mr.
Eddington said. "Mr. Copper's research was highly dangerous. He
ignored safety protocols time and time again."

"Her Majesty has reason to believe it may be part of an
anarchist plot," Orwick said. "She wishes for the case to be re-
opened and investigated."

Mr. Eddington's scowl deepened. "I have no desire to see
your 'agents' in my house of business, Orwick."

"Please, Mr. Eddington. Agents? In my employ?" Orwick
brought a narrow hand to his chest, as if fending off violence. "I
have no such thing. I am merely a humble instrument of the
Queen's will."

"In that case," Mr. Eddington said, stepping backward and
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folding his arms over his chest. "I demand the investigation be
carried out by a third party, unrelated to you or your government."

"Such a strange request," Orwick said. "Do you think us as
little more than a motley collection of spies and thieves?"

"I think that history speaks for itself, Count Orwick."

"Very well. Hire any investigative agency you would like,
so long as it is clear that they are impartial to the matter. I only ask
that a government consultant be allowed to join the investigation,
to ensure that our concerns are addressed."

Mr. Eddington's eyes narrowed into a stare that could slit
open stone. "One consultant," he said.

"Only one," Orwick agreed, and then he smiled. Both
Eddington and Tweedle instinctively recoiled; Orwick's smile was
a vicious thing, full of malice and sharp edges. Nary a friendly flat-
topped tooth lay in sight.

Beneath Arcadia Snips' derby hat and short black curls was
the face of a silver-fanged cherub—a mocha-toned angel with
enough charm to sell a pack of matches to a man doused in lamp-
oil. But whenever she grinned, the very tip of that silver fang
would tuck over the edge of her bottom tooth. It gave her a savage,
frightful look.

Snips squirmed in the grip of the prison's complimentary
straitjacket and accompanying chains, left hanging by her feet from
the musty cell's ceiling. The nearby locksmith rattled off items
from his list, scoring checkmarks as he went.

"Straitjacket, check."

Beside the locksmith stood Morgrim Prison's warden. The
man resembled an old goat with all the mental flexibility of a chalk
brick. Recent months had taken their toll on him; his once proud
uniform fit him like a glove fitted a foot, and his eyes had sunk
into deep craters.

"You see, Miss Snips," the warden began, "I want you to be
extra comfortable. I've realized why you keep escaping. It's
because we just haven't taken that extra step for you. We haven't
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been giving you the special attention you deserve."

"Manacles, check. Padlock on manacles, check."

"Really, I feel this whole sordid affair has been my own
fault. But don't you worry. We're going to take every step possible
to make sure you are comfortable." The warden twitched. "In fact,
once we're through, I'm sure you'll never want to leave Morgrim
again."

"Suspension cords, check. Padlock on suspension cords,
check."

"Twice now," and here the warden's voice trembled, much
like the plucked note of a cello string wound a quarter of an inch
too tight, "you have vanished from your cell without apparent
explanation or effort. Twice now, you have soiled my reputation as
a capable jailer. I will earn my reputation back, Miss Snips. There
will not be a third occasion."

"Reinforced triple padlocked deadbolts on the door, check.
We're finished here, sir," the locksmith said.

Snips smiled.

"Oh, do you have something to say, Miss Snips? Perhaps
some sort of amusing quip? A clever parting word?"

Rather than reply, Snips just kept on smiling.

"All for the better. Rest assured; there is nothing on the tip
of your tongue that can change the fact that you will die here, alone
and in the dark."

The warden spun about on the heel of his boot, stomping
out of the room with the locksmith in tow. The door slammed shut,
followed by the clamor of many, many locks snapping into place.
Once the sound of their footsteps put them at the far end of the
hall, Snips stuck out her tongue.

On its tip was the warden's key.

Snips pulled the key back into her mouth and began to
writhe with great violence, rocking from side to side. Every minute
would end with a rattle of metal or cloth as she threw down yet
another implement of bondage. After five minutes of this, she had
shed her bindings much like a snake might shed its skin. She
unlocked the chain that held her feet in the air and tumbled to the
floor, now clad only in her prison arrows and beloved hat.
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She didn't get far out of the cell before stepping out in front
of someone.

"Now what do we 'ave here," asked the towering guard. He
was swarthy and broad, with palms large enough to seize skulls
and arms strong enough to crack them. When he spoke, it was with
barking alacrity—as if he found the language somehow distasteful
to his tongue, and was glad to have it off. "Still tryin' to drive the
warden mad, eh?"

"Morning, Agrippa," Snips said, unflinching. "And, yeah.
You got a mind to try and stop me?"

Agrippa laughed; it was a short and violent noise that
sounded like something he had caught from a fellow who had died
of it. "Maybe," he said. "You think y'could take me?"

"Probably not," Snips admitted, meeting his smile with one
of her own. "But I'd charge you an eyeball for the right." She
wiggled her thumb.

For a moment, there was silence. Then Agrippa chuckled.

"Give me a strike to th'back of th'head," the guard said.
"Make it look good, eh?"

Snips searched the room until she found a crowbar. She
advanced toward Agrippa, who obligingly turned his back.

"Some world, eh?" Agrippa said. "You can't even trust your
own kin not to turn you in for a nickel."

"It's always been like that," Snips said. "Besides, the only
two things I've ever trusted were myself and a sturdy crowbar. And
I ain't too sure about that first thing."

"Well, I think—"

She brought the makeshift bludgeon down with a brutal
blow.
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CHAPTER 3: IN WHICH OUR TITULAR
PROTAGONIST MEETS, GREETS, AND FLEES
FROM HER NEW EMPLOYERS

%

~T~

It was always the smell of the Rookery that hit Snips first—
like a flaming freight train filled with manure. The stench stabbed
its way to the back of the brain, signing a signature at the top of
your spine. It was a smell you could always recognize but never
quite pin down.

The Rookery was several hundred tight knots of vendors,
carts, and houses tied along a crooked and winding length of road.
The looming brick walls drew so close in some places that no more
than two people could pass at a time—and the way they tilted
toward the street implied an imminent avalanche of mortar and
wood.

To the right, an immense mechanical spider picked its way
up and over the crowd, its delicate bronze legs scraping across
cobblestone while while its smokestack belched thick ribbons of
steam and soot. A gondola containing a mobile smithy sat on top,
filled to the brim with metalworkers who diligently reinforced
buildings that showed signs of wear and potential collapse. Valves
along the machine's belly hissed and released great clouds of
vapor, thoroughly drenching any unfortunates below. Street urchins
in war paint dashed in between the pincer-like feet to snatch up
pieces of metal that tumbled down from the workers' hands.
Sometimes, a coveted lump of coal would fall, inciting the children
into a frantic scrabble.

To the left, a crowd of spectators laughed at a mechanical
puppet show made of metal and timber. Its automated clockwork
cast went through the same motions they did every day; a hook-
nosed jester with a nasal voice sang a jaunty song as he clubbed his
wife and infant with a steady series of thwacks, drawing whooping
laughter from the crowd.

Above, restaurants kept afloat by sheepskin balloons
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inflated with hot gas catered to the whims of those on balconies
and airships, who enjoyed their lunch while watching the going-
ons from a lofty perch. A few of the nastier customers dumped
their finished meals onto the people below, or even relieved
themselves on some poor sod's head. Snips ducked through an
opening to avoid the aerial flotsam and stepped into Dead Beat
Alley.

No one there would give her a second glance. It didn't
matter that she was still wearing a prison uniform; the people of
Dead Beat Alley didn't much believe in the law. It was an
imaginary thing that applied to fictitious people—something you
paid a penny to read about in cheap news rags not fit to clean the
ground with.

The buildings here were frightful affairs conceived by
daredevils and madmen. The sky above was blotted out by a
quilted canopy stretched across the rooftops, giving the alley a
feeling of perpetual gloom. Here, gold-toothed hags tried to sell
Snips bottles bubbling with strange new experiences—narrow-
bodied men with sinister smiles offered her discount back-alley
surgery to add, augment, or replace limbs—and pamphlets on the
ground promising a hot meal and regular pay in the Isle's army
cushioned her every step.

Snips shoved her way through a narrow door located near
the back. In the dim light, she could see the outline of her
apartment; a wide and open room with a cluttered, cramped second
floor overlooking the first. Furniture here was made up mostly of
books; one table was nothing but dusty tomes, arranged in four
piles with a massive copy of the popular penny dreadful, Professor
Von Grimskull and the Zombie Sky-Pirates, balanced on top. Snips
lit a candle on a shelf to the side and then headed upstairs via the
ladder.

A barrel half full of alcohol was stashed in a corner. Snips
swiped a glass beaker she had filched a week ago from a local
alchemist and took a swig. She grimaced as the stuff burned on its
way down—the rotgut doubled as floor cleaner.

She grabbed a change of clothes and slipped behind a faded
scarlet curtain, trading her prison attire for something a bit more
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respectable. When she emerged, she looked at herself in the broken
and rusty mirror she had hammered to the far wall. She had left the
off-yellow jail shirt on, but subdued its presence with a tattered
black coat and her beloved derby hat.

She tilted the hat to the side, then laughed and curtsied to
her own reflection. "A pleasure to meet you, Lady Snips."

"The pleasure is mine."

A pistol barrel hovered several inches from the reflection of
her tanned nose.

It was held by a one-eyed thug who had to hunch over to fit
inside the upstairs quarters. He and his companion had emerged
from behind a bookcase; both were built from a wide variety of
large-bodied ruffians and animals—in fact, the stitches still looked
quite fresh. The one with the gun had been cobbled together from
parts of an ape, and wore a tiny red fez on his head. The other one
had a wide-brimmed hat and the head of a jawless jackal, his
tongue dangling out from the base of his muzzle. They were
dressed in very sharp and high-class suits; a pair of metal bolts
jutted from the sides of their necks.

But the one who spoke was directly behind them—he was a
gentleman in an expensive cream-colored vest, charcoal black
dress coat, and matching top hat. His eyes could quiet jovial
laughter with but a glance, and his muttonchops were thick enough
to qualify as tusks.

"Oh Lord," Snips said, staring at the pistol with her eyes
crossed. "Is it Tuesday already?"

The bearded man presented a most unpleasant smile. "My
name is Charles Peabody. The gentleman with the pistol—I
apologize for the implicit threat—is Mr. Cheek. His companion is
Mr. Tongue."

"Pleasure to meet you," Snips tipped her hat up with the rim
of the beaker.

Mr. Cheek grunted. Mr. Tongue gurgled.

"You don't say," Snips replied.

"Now that we have completed the pleasantries," Mr.
Peabody said, stepping forward. "My employer wishes to speak
with you."
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"Is this about the duck?" Snips asked.

Peabody tilted his head. "Duck?"

"Duck? Did I say duck? I didn't mention any duck," Snips
said. "Why do you keep bringing up ducks?"

Mr. Peabody scowled. "Enough of this. Miss Snips."

"Hey," Snips said, turning to Mr. Cheek. "Did you know
that rotgut can cause blindness?"

Mr. Cheek blinked his eye. "Eh?"

"Oh, yeah. Especially when applied directly."

In one smooth motion, Snips slapped the pistol to the side
and threw the contents of the beaker into his face. Mr. Cheek
roared, dropped the gun, and ground a pair of meaty mismatched
fists into his eye sockets. Snips hurled the glass at Mr. Peabody and
sprang out the back window.

Peabody swatted the glass aside, cursing. "Get her!"

Snips slapped her palms against the next building's wall,
pushing herself off and diving into a roll that left her crouched in
the alley. She flew to her feet and ran down the narrow street,
heading for the heart of Dead Beat Alley.

As Snips moved, she unraveled a length of twine from her
leftmost pocket and looped it over her hat, tying it down. "Soar,"
she whispered.

And then she sprang into the chaos of the Rookery.

The front door to her apartment exploded from the inside.
Mr. Cheek emerged with his fists swinging like sledgehammers,
his eye as red as an overripe strawberry. The wolfish Mr. Tongue
soon followed. He threw his head back and sniffed at the air, then
dragged Mr. Cheek on after Snips' scent. Mr. Peabody soon ran out
behind them, disappearing down the street.

With a twist of her shoulders, Snips flowed through the
crowd like a pebble through a stream; she sprang over the head of
a thieving ragamuffin (busy picking the pocket of a plump fruit-
mongerer) and brought her hands down on the shoulders of the
victim, shoving hard and vaulting herself to a windowsill. As her
feet met the mantle, she kicked back and landed on the roof of the
clockwork puppet show. Below her, its hook-nosed mascot had
moved on to beating a policeman until the officer's head popped
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“That's the way you do it!”
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off with a comical boing, spurring the audience to applause.

Mr. Cheek hit the morning crowd like a rolling boulder
smashing into a heap of Christmas pudding. People rolled out of
his path, desperately sweeping aside as he swatted away anyone
dim enough to stand still. His eye was starting to clear up, and
locked on Snips—who even now was leaping from the puppet
show to the leg-joint of the passing mechanical spider, swinging up
and clambering into the gondola.

"Stop!" Mr. Cheek roared, stepping straight into the giant
machine's path. "Halt!"

The spider's vents hissed as the vehicle ambled forward, its
foot nearly squashing Mr. Cheek flat. The thug cursed and jumped
back just as its leg slammed into the ground. Inside the gondola,
engineers were yelling and waving their tools at Snips, who was
now on top of the furnace that powered the device—watching the
balcony of an approaching apartment.

In the meantime, Mr. Tongue had managed to hug one of
the mechanical spider's back legs and was slowly inching his way
up towards the first joint with each step it took. Mr. Cheek
followed the machine, batting people out of his way and engaging
in a shouting match with the engineers above.

Snips counted the feet between her and the balcony. Sixteen
feet, fifteen, fourteen...

"Stop the machine!" Mr. Cheek roared.

Thirteen.

The spider came to a lurching halt; Snips leapt.

Her belly and knees smacked across the wall—but her
fingers brushed up against the balcony's rim. Curling her hands
into tight fists, she pulled herself up.

A small group of spectators had been drawn away from the
puppet show by Snips' antics, and were now cheering the thief on.
Snips dragged herself up to the railing and perched on it like a cat
on a fence; she threw a grinning shrug at the crowd and turned to
the door.

Charles Peabody stepped out from the doorway, pistol in
hand.

"An excellent display of your craft, Miss Snips. But
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ultimately futile. Now, if you will come with me—"

Snips sprang back on the railing, landing in a crouch.

Peabody sighed. "Really, Miss Snips. Now you're just being
childish."

She looked over her shoulder; the mechanical spider was
lumbering out of reach. But one of the airship vendors had been
coaxed over by the cheering, and was swinging in for a closer look.

Mr. Peabody followed her eyes. His disapproving stare
melted into an outright scowl. "Don't be an idiot."

It was too high for her to reach, but one of the anchor cords
was dangling low. It was fourteen, maybe fifteen feet away. If she
could get the right angle, maybe she could grab it.

"Miss Snips. Please." Mr. Peabody now sounded frustrated.
"If you cooperate, I assure you that no harm will come—"

That clinched it. Snips gave him a silver-toothed grin. And
then, with every last bit of force she could muster, she turned and
leapt over the heads of the people below, reaching for the dangling
strip of hemp.

She almost made it.



ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM

24



25 -- ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM

CHAPTER 4: IN WHICH WE MEET THE SCION
OF THE DAFFODIL LEGACY, LEARN THE
TRUTH CONCERNING NEGATONS, AND
DISCOVER JUST WHO IT IS WHO ENSURES
THE TRAINS RUN ON TIME

*

~T~

William Daffodil resembled what you would get if you
dressed up a scarecrow and taught it to act polite; he wore his
clothes as if they were an ill-fitting burden. Though he was very
quick on his toes, the young mathematician had the sneaking
suspicion that one day he'd visit Napsbury Asylum only to discover
that they weren't going to let him leave.

The institution remained one of the few mental health
facilities that actually had a success record. This was credited in
large part to the ground-breaking theories of its founder, Louis
Napsbury. One of these theories centered around the existence of
invisible, soundless, and scentless clouds of evil impulses known
as 'Negatons'. Having studied the Negaton menace for quite some
time, Napsbury perfected his three step program to their complete
annihilation. This program included:

1) A healthy diet of fruits, vegetables, and meats. There was
very little a Negaton disliked more than a well-fed victim.

2) Regular exercise. Negatons, Napsbury explained,
absolutely hated exercise. It was like nails on chalkboard to them.

3) Most important of all, routine salt baths. Negatons
loathed salt baths with every last unseeable molecule in their
being, and would run screaming (silently) into the night at the first
whiff of salt in water.

As none of these steps were any more invasive than a hot
meal followed by a dip into a sodium enriched tub, the asylum had
a certain appeal for William. He had much preferred their crazy-
talk to the crazy-talk of the places that wanted to drill holes in his
grandmother's skull and see what would happen.

William arrived in the lobby of the criminally insane wing;
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here, male and female patients were occasionally allowed to
mingle under the watchful eye of several thick-shouldered
orderlies. The room had the look of a sterilized prison; furniture
had been stripped of everything that could feasibly be used as a
weapon or fashioned into some manner of doomsday machine,
leaving everything with a look of sparse functionality.

Sitting in one of the chairs was one of his grandmother's
fellow patients, Mr. Brown. His obscenely thick spectacles and
long flaring eyebrows gave him the appearance of a very confused
owl. When William saw him, he immediately stepped back in
expectation of the worst.

"I seem to have invented something by accident again," Mr.
Brown said, looking rather dejected. He glanced down at the large
and innocuous brass box that sat on the table in front of him. On
top of it was a bright cherry-red button with a note scrawled in
grease-pen above it: PUSH ME. "I'm not quite sure what it does."

"I understand, sir," William said, although the young
mathematician certainly did not. He looked about for one of the
asylum's orderlies, but could find none in sight. "Have you
considered trying to disassemble it?"

"Oh, yes, I could do that," Mr. Brown agreed. "That's a very
good idea."

"Definitely."

"...unless I thought of that while I was building it, and
equipped it with some manner of trap."

William gave Mr. Brown a blank look. It was quite a bit of
time before he could properly enunciate his reaction: "What?"

"I've been fairly depressed lately," Mr. Brown reasoned in a
surprisingly affable tone. "I think that my subconscious might be
trying to kill me."

William blinked. He had not come prepared for this level of
madness. "[—I beg your pardon, sir?"

"Well, you see, it's all quite simple. My therapist explained
it to me in detail," Mr. Brown said. "Apparently, I have a deep and
desperate need to do unspeakable things to my mother, while
simultaneously hating my father. And thusly, I subconsciously hate
myself." He sighed, shaking his head. "What a ghastly affair."
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"Oh, Mr. Brown, do stop trying to scare the poor boy,"
Gertrude Daffodil said, rolling in behind William on her
wheelchair. William's grandmother had a short curly mop of iron-
gray hair and a quilt that seemed to miraculously manifest in her
lap regardless of where she was or what she was doing. She glared
at Mr. Brown as she took her place besides William.

"I'll probably just put it with the others," Mr. Brown said.

"Come on, William. Take me for a walk, would you?"

William was happy to do just that; he pushed his
grandmother out of the lobby and into the hallway. As they walked,
he began telling her all about what was happening at the
Steamwork and the big important project he was now working on.

"That's all very nice William," Mrs. Daffodil agreed. "I've
been working on sewing myself, you know. I even stitched you a
little something in my last class." She reached beneath her quilt,
withdrawing a lump of misshapen twine. William took it, trying to
reason out what it was for. It had three sleeves and two necks.

"It's, erm, very lovely," William said, placing it across the
back of her chair. "I'll try it on when I get home, most certainly."

"Wouldn't you wear it next time you come? I'd love to see
how it looks on you."

"I, uh, of course," William said. He quickly aimed to
change the subject. "I'm glad to see you're trying to distract
yourself from your, uh, condition."

"I wish you wouldn't call it a 'condition'," she replied,
crinkling her eyebrows together in consternation. "What I have is a
gift, William. Your grandfather had it, along with your father. You
have it, too."

William sighed. He had been through this before, and
wasn't interested in renewing the argument. "I'd rather just stick to
maths, you know. Much safer."

"But much less interesting!"

"Well, it depends on your perspective. Mathematics can get
quite dangerous, you know. Why, just the other day, while
calculating a polynomial, I almost stabbed myself with a pencil!"

Mrs. Daffodil looked back up at William.

William smiled sheepishly: "Uh, you know. Lead
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poisoning."

"Right," she said. "But come now. When was the last time
someone was horribly maimed by Pi?"

"You might be surprised." William's voice dropped off.
"Grandmother, what is this?"

"Eh? Oh," she said, following William's eyes down to the
base of her seat. A crude battery produced from inserting two metal
strips into a potato was stashed away under her chair. It even had a
small gauge jammed into the side of it, apparently to measure
power output. "That's just, you know. Something to keep me busy."

"I thought we talked about this," William said, trying to
sound as stern as he could manage. "None of this nonsense. It's
why they won't let me take you home."

"It's just a potato," Mrs. Daffodil said with a disdainful
sniff.

"Oh, yes, just a potato," William agreed, frowning. "It
always starts small, doesn't it? Today, just a potato, tomorrow, a
lemon. And then before you know it you're riding an armored
dirigible and threatening to disintegrate half the city with your
death-ray—again."

"Well, I asked you what you wanted for your birthday, and
you said you wished that awful boarding school you attended
would burn down," Mrs. Daffodil responded huffily. "Don’t blame
me for wanting to spoil my only grandchild."

"I was fourteen years old! Grandmother, please. This is the
sort of thing that's made it so hard for me to get an ordinary job.
Everyone hears my last name and they instantly think, 'oh no, we
can't hire him, he'll likely wall himself up in his office and emerge
a week later in a steam-powered suit made from spare paperclips'."

"Well, it would be nice if you showed some interest in the
family tradition, you know," Mrs. Daffodil said. "Just a little bit. I
mean, after all, you owe your life to it!" She reached up, tapping
right above his heart with meaningful ire.

William gently pushed her hand aside. "I'm a
mathematician, grandmother, not a mad scientist. Why can't you
just accept that?"

Mrs. Daffodil sighed. "I can, I can. It's just that [ sometimes
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get the feeling that you're fighting who you really are, William."

William shook his head. "I have to go. There's a lot of work
to do at the Steamwork; Mr. Eddington wants me to finish
inputting the new figures into the engine later this evening. I need
to get a head start on the final touches."

"All right, dear. Will you come and see me in a few days? It
will be Mr. Wanewright's birthday soon, and he so wants to meet
you again."

"Is he the one with—" William twitched. "—the cats?"

"Yes, he quite fancies cats," Mrs. Daffodil agreed.

"That man is terrifying."

"Please, William? I promise not to bring up the subject of
science at all," Mrs. Daffodil said.

"Of course. But I'm keeping the potato."

*

"You are quite lucky to be alive," Count Orwick said from
across his desk. "How fortunate that Mr. Cheek broke your fall."

"He could have been softer," Snips replied. She was seated
in an obscenely comfortable chair in the middle of Orwick's rather
expensive office, trying to wriggle her way out of a pair of
manacles. They consisted of no more than two solid chunks of iron
fused together at the wrists; she wasn't sure how they came off.
She wasn't sure they were supposed to. "Why am I here?"

Count Orwick smiled. "I have pulled several considerable
favors. You have been placed in my custody."

"Wonderful. But just so you know, I don't do windows. It's
a phobia I've had since childhood. A wild pack of 'em killed my
mother." Snips narrowed her eyes, glaring at the window behind
Orwick. "Horrible things, windows."

Orwick's fingers steepled together. "Do you know who I
am, Miss Snips?"

"Hm. Are you Susan? You look kind of like a Susan. Do
you mind if I call you Susan, Susan?"

"I am the man responsible for making the trains run on
time."



ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM --30

"Fascinating," Snips said. "Hey. Listen, Susan. This is fun
and all, but why don't you take these cuffs off me and send me
back to Morgrim? Better yet, just cut me loose. I'm sure I can find
my way back."

"In addition to the trains, some problem of general
governance that has defied conventional solutions will
occasionally find its way to my desk. I solve these problems."

"See, they've got these rocks there, and if [ want to be
reformed, they tell me that it's critical that I move these rocks from
one side of the prison yard to the other." Snips switched from
trying to wriggle out of the manacles to gnawing on them.

"In my search for 'unconventional' solutions, I sometimes
employ men and women of 'unconventional' qualities. You are such
a woman, Miss Snips. In exchange for your services, I offer
reasonable pay. Quite likely the easiest money you'll ever earn."

Snips paused in mid-chomp. "This is cutting into my rock-
moving time. I could have moved a rock in all the time it took for
you to tell me this. That'd bring me one rock closer to legitimacy."

"It will also be the perfect opportunity for you to lay low
until this other matter comes to a close."

Snips paused, lifting her head. "What 'other' matter?"

"Oh, you know," Orwick said, as if distracted. "The
pardon."

"Pardon?"

"Oh, you mean you haven't heard? You're scheduled to
receive a full pardon for your various excesses. Signed by Her
Majesty herself."

Snips sprang to her feet. "What?"

"Why yes." He slid the notice across the desk for Snips to
inspect. "See for yourself."

Snips' eyes scurried down the document. Her? Pardoned? It
was too good to be true; in an instant, all of her indiscretions were
forgiven and forgotten. It meant a perfectly clean slate—it meant
she was out of prison. It meant she could tell the Count to build a
set of rails straight up to his posterior and send the trains down the
line at full steam. It was a public notice; everyone could see—

Near the end was the list of crimes Snips was being
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pardoned of.

Snips stammered. "You—y-you—"

"You'll be free as a bird, Miss Snips."

"You p-published—"

"You've made it crystal clear that our prison system isn't for
you. And we've heard you, Miss Snips. We wouldn't dream of
putting you back behind bars. Even if you begged."

"You put down their names!" Snips' voice rose to quivering
yelp. "The people I've been stealing from! Do you have any idea
what they'll do to me?!"

Orwick's expression resembled a smile in the same way that
the light of an oncoming locomotive resembled a tunnel's exit.
"Especially if you begged."

Snips slumped back to her seat, head spinning. The Count
could have held anything over her head—execution, jail-time, the
wanton slaughter of puppies—and Snips would have wriggled free.
Escaping was her specialty. But with a stroke of the pen, Orwick
could turn Aberwick itself into her prison. Except this one had no
locks to foil and no doors to open. And it would be filled to the
brim with all the two-bit murderers, thieves, and ne'er-do-wells,
who—until now—had been unaware that Arcadia Snips had been
cheerfully robbing them blind.

Morgrim was suddenly looking extraordinarily
comfortable.

"At least you don't know about the duck," Snips said.

"Check the back side."

Snips flipped the document over. "Oh."

"I hear Jake ‘The Beak’ Montgomery still shrieks like a
little girl when he hears a quack."

Snips relented. "What do you want from me?"

"For you to solve a murder."

For a while, Snips let silence speak for her.

"I'm sorry. Come again?"

"Are you familiar with the Steamwork?"

"Big, noisy place. They build things there," Snips said.
"Like, uh, I don't know. Steam-powered butter knives or some such
nonsense."



ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM --32

"I have reason to believe that their level of technological
sophistication is far greater than what they have been reporting on
their tax forms," Orwick said, leaning forward. "A gentleman
under their employment sent word recently that he wished to speak
to me about a very important matter."

"Breakthrough in steam-powered butter? To go with the
knives," Snips said.

Orwick ignored the thief's speculations. "But before I could
schedule a meeting, he met with his untimely demise."

"Oh, that's a shame. Let me guess—died in a horrible
automated cutlery accident."

"He was killed in an explosion," Orwick explained. "His
burning corpse was propelled out of his workshop and into the
ocean."

Snips grimaced. "Ouch."

"And you will be aiding in the investigation of his death."

"Uh, I don't know if you've noticed, but I'm not exactly the
investigator type."

"You do not need to be. The Steamwork has hired a
detective agency to look into the matter. You will be accompanying
them as a government consultant. It will be their task to provide
the cover of an investigation into Basil Copper's demise, allowing
you an opportunity to—"

"—be a sneaky little fink and find out what he wanted to
tell you and why someone decided to put a stop to it?"

"Exactly."

"I don't understand. I'm no government agent," Snips said.
"I'm not even government material. I'm a con artist. Why me?"

"Precisely because you are a con artist, Miss Snips, and
precisely because you are not a government agent. As [ have
stated: your methods are unconventional. They may work where
other methods have failed."

Snips snorted. "You're a nut. A salty, roasted nut."

"All T ask is that you take your position seriously. Through
hook or crook, Miss Snips, get to the heart of the matter. In
exchange for your services, I will see to the disposal of this—"
Orwick gestured to the pardon notice, as if its mere presence
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offended him. "—odious document."
Snips' eyebrow twitched. "And what happens if I don't?"
"Then, Miss Snips, I think it would be wise for you to
consider another profession. Before your colleagues decide to
consult with you."

Shortly after Snips left, Mr. Peabody entered with a bundle
of paperwork.

"If I may, sir," Mr. Peabody began, setting the pile down on
top of Orwick's desk. "I would like to inquire as to what you are
hoping to accomplish by assigning Miss Snips to this affair."

Count Orwick looked amused. "Are you questioning my
judgment, Peabody?"

The assistant immediately grew pale, stepping back. "Ah,
not at all, sir."

"Calm yourself." Orwick turned to stare through the
window, watching the railway. "I assigned Miss Snips to this
matter for two reasons."

"The first, sir?"

"An adequate solution that fails to accommodate for the
unknown is neither adequate nor a solution. Miss Snips may solve
the matter; she may not. She may serve to do nothing more than
provide a useful clue—a clue without which those better trained
than herself could never succeed. But any solution that constrains
itself to the boundaries of merely that which we predict will
happen is a solution doomed to stagnation and failure."

"She's a mongrel, sir, and self-destructive," Mr. Peabody
noted. "It is likely that she'll die."

"Yes," Orwick said. "In which case, we come to my second
reason. Should she die in her service as a government agent, [ will
have every right to investigate the Steamwork at my leisure—for
suspicion in the murder of an official operative."

Mr. Peabody smiled. "She succeeds, you win. She fails, you
win. Very good, sir."

"The only way I can lose is if she manages to do nothing.
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And considering Miss Snips' history, I find that possibility to be
the least likely of them all."
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CHAPTER 5: IN WHICH WE RETURN TO THE
PAST IN ORDER TO INVESTIGATE GOINGS-ON
CONCERNING RAINSTORMS, SECRET
SOCIETIES, AND BUTTERFLY WINGS

*

~T~

An engine growled beneath Aberwick's streets.

The machine occupied a hundred feet of space; it was a
geometric puzzle of precisely arranged gears and cogs, gnawing at
mathematical enigmas presented to it by means of a series of
levers. It was powered by a crank, which Jeremiah now turned;
each revolution brought it one step closer to a problem's inevitable
solution.

"Incredible," Abigail said.

"Jeremiah called the original design a 'calculation engine',"
Nigel explained. "A machine capable of performing all manner of
mathematical formulae, removing any element of human error."

"And it works?"

"It does."

"I hope to replace this portion with a steam engine,"
Jeremiah commented, panting. He finished with the crank,
stepping away and wiping his sweat-soaked palms off on his
trousers.

"It is a fascinating machine, and surely deserving of
attention," Abigail said. "But it does not explain how you predicted
the rain."

"When Jeremiah finished the machine, he showed it to me.
I realized at once that its applications extended far beyond matters
of simple maths," Nigel said. "With modification, it could perform
incredibly complex calculations—processes that could predict
nature itself. A sort of 'probability engine'."

"But that is not feasible," Abigail said. "As my paper
showed, even the slightest change in atmospheric pressure—"

"—disrupts the most precise predictions," Nigel agreed.
"We discovered this on our own, independently; we were quite
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surprised when you discovered it without the aid of our probability
engine."

Jeremiah stepped to a basin of water, splashing his face.
"The problem was that there were too many variables," he said.
"To be successful, any system of prediction had to account for
them all."

Abigail hesitated. "You found a way."

Jeremiah dried his face with a towel. "We did. Our
equations were perfect—too perfect. We needed an agent of chaos;
an element of imperfection. We needed something that made our
engine’s calculations fallible."

"We experimented with sub-systems—mechanisms in the
engine that would create inaccurate results. And in the process, we
blundered upon something very interesting," Nigel said.

"The larger and more unpredictable a system was, the more
accurate our flawed predictions became," Jeremiah said.
"Predicting the weather became child's play. Yet predicting
something as simple as the rate of speed at which a feather should
fall was impossible."

"Your findings are remarkable," Abigail said. "Why have
you not submitted them to the Academy? Why have you kept them
secret?"

"Because we haven't told you the whole story," Nigel said.

"We didn't predict the rain," Jeremiah said. "We made it
happen."

Abigail stared at Jeremiah as if he had just confessed to
secretly being a monkey in a person-suit. "I beg your pardon?"

"The flapping of a butterfly's wings half way across the
world can cause a thunderstorm over our heads," Nigel said. "We
discovered that, with the right calculations, we could become the
butterfly."

"We predicted what action would be necessary to attain the
results we wanted," Jeremiah said. "And then we took that action.
Whether it be the flapping of a butterfly’s wings or breaking a
teacup on the floor, we discovered how to identify the first domino
in a chain that could lead to any result we desired."

"That's—that's absolutely impossible," Abigail stuttered,
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leaning forward to hear more.

"There are limits," Nigel confessed. "The system must be
large, and ultimately of an unpredictable nature; such as the
weather, or a civilization. In addition, changes must happen slowly
over time. The more rapid of a change we propose, the more
powerful the initial catalyst must be."

Jeremiah nodded. "If you attempted to make it rain
tomorrow rather than next week—"

"You would have to find an awfully large butterfly," Nigel
finished.

"I still don't understand. Why keep this silent?" Abigail
asked. "Why, we could control the weather—end droughts!
Prevent famines! Circumvent floods!"

"I thought much the same at first," Nigel said. "Jeremiah
revealed to me the error of my ways."

"In your defense," Jeremiah said, grinning, "neither of you
were raised by mad scientists."

"I do not understand," Abigail replied. "What error am I
making?"

"You're assuming these equations would be employed for
the better good," Jeremiah said. "You look at this and see an end to
famine; I look at it and see a way to inflict it. You see a way to
bring about peace; I see a way to strangle nations and topple
governments."

Abigail hesitated, staring at the probability engine. "Then
you wish to keep your discovery away from those who would
abuse it," she said.

"Yes," Nigel replied. "But the possibilities it offers are far
too great for us to ignore. We must understand it, but resist the
temptation for its abuse."

"Such as creating unnecessary rainstorms to impress a
lady," Abigail snapped, but then quickly abandoned her
indignation. "I understand all this, but—why me? Certainly, [ am
an exceptional mathematician and engineer, but there must be
others who are more qualified than myself."

"You are a brilliant mathematician," Nigel said. "But you
are also a woman."
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Abigail blanched.

"Please do not be offended, Miss Parsley. I feared that
whomever we came to would turn about and reveal our discovery."

Abigail stiffened in realization. "No one would believe me
if I did."

"Indeed," Nigel agreed. "Were you to betray us, you would
be dismissed as merely another 'hysterical damsel'."

"How shrewd. Your mind must be a frightful place,"
Abigail said, her voice dry.

"Perhaps so, Madame. But do you not understand our need
for duplicity? For secrecy? Do you not see what is at stake?" Nigel
asked.

Abigail hesitated, allowing the silence to speak for her.
When she at long last grew tired of what it had to say, she
reluctantly nodded. "Yes, I do. But Professor Arcanum—"

"Yes?"

"To what end shall we ultimately put this machine?"

Jeremiah and Nigel exchanged glances; they looked back at
Abigail, who regarded them with absolute disbelief.

"You have no idea, do you?" she said.

"Well—" Jeremiah began.

"Our primary concern has been to prevent its misuse, while
simultaneously investigating its feasibility," Nigel said. "As for
what we shall do with it—that has yet to be decided."

"And have you determined how you will finance this
research?" Abigail asked. "I have no small fortune at my mercy,
but I am unconvinced that it will be enough."

"We're still working on—" Jeremiah started again, but
Nigel soon cut him off.

"Yes, actually—I have formulated a plan that should serve
our purposes quite adequately. Both to fund our research and
insulate it against the curiosity of those who might misuse it," he
said. "We will create a secret society. One with an intriguing name;
perhaps '"The Society of Distinguished Gentlemen'?"

Both Abigail and Jeremiah stared at him. It was Abigail
who spoke first:

"So your solution to the matter of money is to construct
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some sort of secret boy's club?" Abigail asked. "Shall you have
secret handshakes, and meet in a hidden tree-house?"

"Yes, actually," Nigel replied.

"I, uh. Beg your pardon?" Jeremiah asked.

Nigel laughed. "People thrive on mystery. They’ll happily
donate money to any organization that provides them with an
opportunity to add a sense of enigma to themselves."

"But I don't understand. To what end, Nigel?" Jeremiah
pressed on. "Why create some secret society? The whole notion
seems so silly."

"It most certainly is silly," Nigel agreed. "However, we
cannot accomplish our research without additional funding; your
profits from the Steamwork and Abigail's considerable fortune are
not sufficient. We require sponsorship—and simultaneously must
refrain from allowing the scientific community to learn of what we
have discovered."

"At the very least we should think of a better name,"
Abigail complained.

"What's wrong with the one Nigel proposed?"

"Really, now," Abigail said. "The Society of Distinguished
Gentlemen? What a wholly boorish title."

"Oh, come off it," Jeremiah said. "Don't tell me you're
going to get on Nigel's case about the 'gentleman' thing, Abigail.
There are bigger concerns to be addressed here."

"I am one of the founding members of this little group of
yours, am [ not?" Abigail reasoned. "And I am certainly no
gentleman. The name will have to be changed."

"To what? ‘The Society of Distinguished People’? It makes
it sound like some sort of book-of-the-month club," Jeremiah said.
"The Society of Distinguished Gentlemen rolls off the tongue. It is
clearly the superior name."

"It is an exclusionary name," Abigail snapped. "Why can a
lady not be distinguished, hm?"

"I agree with Abigail," Nigel said.

"Exactly, Nigel, thank you very mu—wait, what?!"
Jeremiah spluttered.

"Her point is valid, Jeremiah. We are in the 19th century,
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yes? We must be modern in our mindset," Nigel explained.
"Language is important, and as Abigail’s work has demonstrated,
exclusionary practices are outdated relics of the past."

"And yet here we are discussing the creation of an
exclusionary social club," Jeremiah pointed out.

"We'll only be selling exclusiveness, not practicing it,"
Nigel said.

"But certainly, people would eventually realize it’s all a
sham," Abigail said. "You can’t just make mysterious societies
appear out of thin air."

"Why not?" Nigel asked. "We need only insinuate that the
Society has existed throughout antiquity. People are drawn to
mysteries without answers—references and symbols without
meaning. Given the opportunity, they shall construct the meaning
for you. In addition, by maintaining this 'air of mystery', we shall
insure that the scientifically minded avoid our work."

"I have asked you before, and neither of you could provide
sufficient answer. So I ask again: What is our ultimate goal, here?"
Abigail said. "What is it that we seek to accomplish?"

Jeremiah thought on it for a moment, and then said: "To
build a more powerful probability engine, and perhaps to use it for
some small good."

Nigel hesitated. "And yet we have used the engine
frivolously, Jeremiah. Abigail was quite correct when she criticized
us for employing it to impress her with a rain storm. It is never a
large step from benevolence to despotism."

Abigail nodded. "Then from now on, we shall refrain from
using it frivolously."

"Let us set a rule," Jeremiah said. "No change may be
wrought through this means by any one of us without the consent
of all three of us."

"Yes," Abigail said after thinking it over for a moment. "I
find that to be a most agreeable solution."

Nigel thought it over the longest; after a minute, he
reluctantly nodded his head.
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CHAPTER 6: IN WHICH WE ARE INTRODUCED
TO RECKLESS MATHEMATICS AND AN
ASSASSIN MOST FOUL

"How I loathe intrusive little weasels," Mr. Eddington said,
his hands clenched into bundles of frustration. "How I despise nosy
finks!"

He stepped into Daffodil’s workshop. William was
currently scribbling away at a blackboard with a long stick of
chalk. The young man's work was a labyrinth of geometric shapes
and equations; it was steadily filling the wall's entire surface. At
only a glance, any sane mathematician would have instantly
declared them to be meaningless gibberish. He hadn't limited
himself to dividing by zero; he had divided zero by zero. When he
had been feeling particularly sadistic, he subtracted by cat and
multiplied by dog.

But beneath the fanciful whimsy and frolicking chaos was
an underlying structure that no one could quite comprehend. Real
numbers choked on their irrational counterparts only to spit out
imaginary ones. Formulae appeared out of nowhere, treated the
other equations rudely, then ate and ran without paying the tab.
Brief and spurious flashes of precision emerged from the madness
—and each time William found such a point, he stopped to
meticulously write down everything that had lead up to it in his
notebook.

Mr. Eddington cleared his throat. The mathematician
jumped, turned, and politely smiled.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Eddington."

"Mr. Daffodil," Mr. Eddington said, glaring. "Am I to
understand, then, that you have once again wasted company time
on this fanciful whimsy of yours?"

"Oh, merely more preventative measures, sir. [ want to
ensure that our calculation engine can sustain every feasible
manner of attack," William quickly explained. "There may still
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remain several possible ways to disable it—"

"I understand your desires, Mr. Daffodil, but must I remind
you once again of the dangers of reckless mathematics?" Mr.
Eddington said. He stepped up to the board, glaring at the
equations. "This is absolute drivel—pure madness.
Incomprehensible babble. Are you attempting to follow in the
footsteps of your parents, Mr. Daffodil?"

William nearly became a statue; only his eyebrow moved,
twitching in a steady rhythm. "No. Of course not. Not at all," he
said, his voice sliced open and drained of its strength.

"Because I would hope that you, of all people, would know
the disastrous consequences inherent in practicing mad
mathematics, Mr. Daffodil. After all, it is only a small step from
mad maths to mad science."

William cleared his throat. "With your indulgence, sir, we
must first understand the enemy if we are to defeat him."

Mr. Eddington sighed. "How does your work on the engine
go?"

"Very well," William said. "We're nearly complete. We just
need the data from the banks and we'll be ready to make a test run
of it."

"Mr. Tweedle is seeing to it that it is shipped here tonight
across the pipes," Mr. Eddington said. "In the meanwhile, Mr.
Daffodil, please return to your work. And see to it that this—" he
pointed at the wall of equations. "—is erased immediately."

William's left eyebrow twitched yet again. Regardless, he
obediently nodded. Mr. Eddington turned and headed back to his
office.

Shortly after the administrator had left, William fetched a
damp rag with which to obliterate his work. But as he lifted it up to
his equations, the mathematician paused—he was struck by the
sudden silence. The constant chatter outside was absent; the steady
hum of the calculation engine next door had inexplicably stopped.
William pinched his eyebrows together and sat the rag down,
poking his head out of the workshop.

No one was present. William frowned, walking out.

"Um. Hullo?"
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His voice echoed through the lobby.

"That is odd," he said, and then he noticed the clock
mounted above the lobby's exit.

It seemed to be broken. The second hand struggled
valiantly to usher in the next moment, but could not get past the
three. Instead, it would tremble with effort before snapping back to
the point where it had rested an instant prior.

William watched, perplexed, as the hand fought to move
forward. It gave another spasm, and then sprang a second
backwards.

"Mr. Daffodil?"

William nearly jumped out of his clothes. At once, the
world was precisely as it should be; he was swimming in noise,
surrounded by researchers going about their daily business. The
engine rumbled beneath his feet, and one of his fellow engineers
stood beside him. The clock's second hand was ticking merrily
along, having long left the three behind.

"Is something wrong, Mr. Daffodil?"

Fearing he might be going mad, William shook his head.
"No. Not at all. Nothing is wrong. Everything is perfectly rational
and fine," he said, and then he marched right back into his office
and locked the door.

Mr. Tweedle was waiting for Eddington in the Steamwork
administrator's office.

"This is a disaster," Mr. Tweedle said, pacing back and forth
over the expensive rug. "A catastrophe! He'll discover what we're
up to. And then we'll go to prison!"

"We're not going to prison," Mr. Eddington said.

"I hope that they give me a cell with a nice view," Mr.
Tweedle said, worrying away at the corners of his boring hat.
"Perhaps with a tree. Do you think they have trees in prison? I
hope they have trees."

"Be quiet," Mr. Eddington snapped. "No one is going to
prison."
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Mr. Tweedle grew quiet, watching Mr. Eddington with a
look of desperation. The administrator sighed and reached into the
bottom of his desk for a flask of spirits.

"Let us assume that, for the sake of argument, that you and
I are engaged in some... 'questionable’ activity. Merely for the sake
of argument," Mr. Eddington continued, pouring out shots for Mr.
Tweedle and himself. "Whatever that activity might be, it is not the
target of the Count's investigation."

Mr. Tweedle was so eager to drench his worries in alcohol
that he slopped the liquor over the front of his coat. It was not long
before he was thrusting the glass out for a second helping. "But
they'll blunder upon it, no doubt. You would have to be
incompetent not to see what it is we're up to."

Mr. Eddington supplied the refill with a smile. "Yes," he
said. "You would, wouldn't you?"

“Who on earth would be—"

“Are you familiar with a detective by the name of Mr.
Watts, Mr. Tweedle?”

Mr. Tweedle was given a start. “Jerome Watts? The mad
inspector? The one with the pigeons?”

“I think he would make an exceptional investigator for this
case, don't you?”

Realization hit Mr. Tweedle with a start. "I see! But still, it
seems all so delicate, Mr. Eddington. I’m just worried—"

"Leave the worrying to me, Mr. Tweedle," Mr. Eddington
said, suppressing the desire to roll his eyes. "So long as you abide
by my instructions, everything shall go according to plan."

"But what of that 'government consultant' fellow? That
sounds a bit troubling, doesn't it?" He almost sounded hopeful; as
if the thought of having it all found out brought the man some
degree of comfort.

"Oh, yes, that," Mr. Eddington said, chuckling derisively. "I
have every bit of confidence that the matter of this consultant will
be solved swiftly and decisively."

*
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The government bureaucrat’s waiting room had long since
passed ostentatious, strolled beyond elegant, and waded through a
pile of money back to ostentatious again. Long rows of books with
impressive titles threatened to crush the many shelves beneath their
weight. The upper walls were choked beneath framed diplomas
and awards all clambering over one another to heap countless
honorifics upon their owner, while the lower walls were crowded
with extravagant panel moldings of flora and fauna. The area was
illuminated by a gilt-covered gasolier and several windows lurking
high out of reach, as if placed in a direct attempt to prevent the
room's occupants from escaping.

Present were four figures of note:

Kronan the Butcher; a solid block of muscle wrapped in a
cheap suit and topped off with a battered cap. He was known both
for his affinity for violence and his artistic sensitivity; his most
recent work had received rave reviews. Entitled 'Corpse Poetry', it
was a method of expressive corpse arrangement, allowing the artist
to convey a variety of emotions and concepts. When he wrote a
rather conservative piece using several critics who had treated his
previous work harshly, the art community as a whole suddenly
discovered a newfound respect for his unappreciated genius. He sat
upon a comfortable armchair, remaining perfectly still.

Taz the Burr; a contortionist with a constant smile fixed to
his face and an affinity for aggressive property redistribution. He
had reportedly broke into the Royal Treasury with nothing more
than a rusty nail and his cheerful grin, then slipped on out the front
door—tipping the guard on his way. He sat upon a lovely side
chair, remaining perfectly still.

Durden the Knife; a mysterious foreigner who wore a hooded
robe that sharply contradicted the stuffy coats and jackets of his
contemporaries. He preferred the pearl-lined hilts of his razor-
edged scimitars to the cool grip of a pistol; according to the
rumors, he had once dodged a bullet. He sat in an open cot,
remaining perfectly still.

And finally, the man in black. He possessed all the lethargic
grace of a long-toothed alley cat, with the scars to match—and his
head was shaved as smooth as glass. He wore a pitch-black long
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coat and stood at the back of the room, rolling a cigarette. His nose
was made of bronze and hooked like a vulture's, attached to his
face by glue and several crude looking bolts.

The door opened. A slender gentleman with over-sized
spectacles stepped in, reading off a clipboard. "Now, I believe
we're ready to discuss the matter of your payment, gentlemen—"

Something was wrong. He leaned forward, inspecting the
scene. There was far too much perfect stillness. Reaching for the
nearby gasolier valve, he turned it up and bathed the room in an
orange glow.

Kronan the Butcher was currently slouched back over his
chair, a dozen knives emerging from his ribcage like the back ends
of tacks stuck through a notice. His jaw had dropped, his eyes wide
and glazed.

Taz the Burr was still smiling, but his head was all that was
left of him. He had been smoothly decapitated and pinned to the
chair with a knife through his hair; there was no sign of the body.

Durden the Knife had been shot in the mouth; fresh trails of
smoke trailed up from his nostrils. Someone had taken the
additional liberty of breaking his scimitars and forcibly jamming
the hilts down his smoldering throat.

"Excuse me," the official began, stifling an uncomfortable
cough. "Might I ask what has transpired here?"

"Cancer," said the man in black.

"Cancer?" This took the official by surprise.

"It's a silent killer."

"You are telling me that your fellow assassins died from
cancer?"

"Can't beat cancer, can you?"

"Can you explain, then, why they look as if they have been
victims of violence? I do believe that one's body is, in fact,
missing."

The man with the metal nose finished rolling his cigarette
and lit it with a flick of flint and steel. The tip unraveled into
threads of fragrant smoke. "Very dire cancer."

Absolute silence.

"Huh. I suppose that means there's only the matter of your
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payment, then."

"Funny thing. They left explicit instructions for their share
to be given to me in the unlikely event of their deaths," the man
announced. He drew a rolled up contract out of his coat and tossed
it the official's way.

The official snagged the document and unrolled it, looking
it over critically. "All three of them, while dying—"

"From cancer," the man in black reminded him.

"—found the time to write out and sign a document
bequeathing their portion of the reward to you."

"Heroes to the last." He drew a deep and hungry breath,
soaking his lungs in the smoke's bitter tang. "Examples to us all."

"I see. Well, then."

"Well?"

The official smiled meekly. "Everything looks to be in
order. This way, please."

*

"I must admit. I've never met an assassin as—as—"

"Pay me."

"As direct about things," Bartleby confessed.

The bureaucrat's office was a typhoon of paperwork, books,
gifts, trophies, and other meaningless detritus that had apparently
gathered around him not through any conscious work but merely
by his sheer magnetism when it came to useless junk. The assassin
was sure that if he spent hours digging through the piles of self-
important knick-knacks that surrounded him, he'd never find so
much as a functional bottle-opener.

The assassin relished his cigarette like others might enjoy a
fine meal, allowing the smoke to languish across his tongue and
throat. When he spoke, he was sluggish and calm, but beneath
every drugged syllable lay the threat of cold steel.

"Speaking of direct. Pay me."

"Oh, yes. Your payment. My employee told me you'll be
accepting the shares of your companions. They died? Very tragic."

"I'll send flowers. Pay me."

"Of course, of course." Bartleby swelled up to his feet,
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wobbling about. The man wasn't just overweight. He had long
flown past the boundaries of polite obesity on a rocket-propelled
sled, making a rude gesture on the way. The man was an
amorphous blob. He waddled to the far side of the room, shoving
aside a few trophies to get at the safe. "I must admit, it's been an
exceptional thrill to have a legend working for me."

The man in black amused himself by imagining how
Bartleby would look as he tumbled out of his own office window.
"Oh? You've heard of me?"

"Of course I've heard of you! Who hasn't? You're a
downright legend around these parts, sir!"

"Good to know."

"In fact," Bartleby continued, fiddling with the safe's lock.
"I have all your books. I must say, they're quite good. Do you write
them yourself, or does someone else write them for you?"

"Books?" The man's eye twitched. His mouth began to
spasm. Oh, God. Please, no, he thought to himself. Please make
him shut up. Make him shut up right now.

"Yes. I've read them all. I'm quite the fan. Although I
always I thought you'd be taller, in all honesty..."

The assassin turned around in his chair, staring at Bartleby's
back. If the city bureaucrat could have seen him, he would have
recognized a look of such pure murderous sociopathy that it might
have killed him on the spot.

The safe clicked open. Bartleby reached inside, fishing out
a bundle of cash. "Well, anyway. Truly, it's been an honor to have
the legendary Von Grimskull working for m—"

One moment later, people on the street looked up in
surprise as a window on the top floor exploded. A screaming fat
man soon emerged, flailing his arms for a good second before
slamming into the ground with a sound best described as
'incredibly moist'.

Bristling with weapons, the guards kicked down the door
and stepped into the room.
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The assassin makes it clear he will have no more of this 'Von Grimskull' guff.
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Present were three details of note:

Bartleby, their employer, was missing.

The very large window behind Bartleby's desk was
currently broken.

In Bartleby's place was a very angry man. An angry man
currently holding a pair of fully loaded pistols and wearing a
sinister bronze nose.

"Cancer," the assassin croaked.

"Holy mother of pearl," one of the guards yelped. "Do you
know who that is?!"

"Eh?"

"That's Von Grimskull!"

The assassin sighed, drawing the hammers back with a
swipe of his thumbs.

Several minutes later, the assassin emerged from the
building and stepped out into the busy street. He made his way to
the post office, heading straight away to the mail box he had
rented. As he pulled out the key to unlock it, he found one of the
men who worked there sliding an envelope into the slot.

"Good morning, sir," the courier cheerfully sang.

"Mm." The assassin edged his way past the mail-man,
opening the box and drawing out the envelope. He tore it open
with a finger. Inside was information on his next target—a small-
time crook and current escapee by the name of Arcadia Snips.

"Hope you're having a pleasant day," the courier said. "By
the way, has anyone ever mentioned you have the same nose as
that fellow from those books? I think his name was Von Gri—"

Never lifting his eyes from the document, the assassin drew
his pistol from the holster under his coat. The hammer slipped back
with a sharp and punctuated click.

Suddenly overcome with a wave of wisdom, the courier
snapped his mouth shut and went along his way.

*

~T~
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CHAPTER 7: IN WHICH WE MEET MISS
PRIMROSE, MR. WATTS, AND THE
ARCHITECTURALLY FELONIOUS
STEAMWORK

Snips observed that the front hood of the train was curved
into a quarter of a rusty snail's shell, segmented with plates of
bolted and tarnished brass. A telescopic periscope popped out its
armored side, swiveling with a hiss of pneumatics; the aperture of
its scuffed lens blinked and narrowed its gaze on her.

Dusty, scraggly, and looking like something the cat would
not drag in for fear of being labeled a sadist, Snips stepped forward
and presented her ticket to the large and intimidating contraption
that hovered over the train's doorway. It swallowed the slip of
paper, nibbled on it, then spat it back out. Snips stepped inside and
followed the ticket's directions to her seat.

She was surprised to find that, rather then walking back to
the third class compartment, she was expected to head
straightaway to the front of the train. She arched an eyebrow and
made her way to first-class.

The lobby that Snips stepped into was comfortably wide
and lavished with opulence; a coffered ceiling swept over her head,
with a midnight indigo divan framed with burled rosewood and
trimmed with gold laid out besides a mahogany long table. The
table had an extensive needlepoint of gears and cogs contained
beneath a glass frame—a silver platter was placed on it, with
complementary tea and crumpets provided. Somewhere, Snips
could hear a phonograph playing a scratchy arrangement of stately
violins.

Sitting on the divan was a graying pear-shaped gentleman
who was enjoying a cup of tea with a short heavy-set lady. The
man wore a deerstalker cap so absurd that Snips had to fight the
urge to swat it from his head. At once, he turned to Snips,
inspecting her through a set of rimless spectacles sitting on his
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nose.

"Oh, hullo. Are you the fellow they sent to bring more
lumps of sugar?"

Snips looked down at herself—dressed in the tattered hand-
me-downs of a vagrant. She then looked back up to the old man.

"One lump or two?"

"Two, please," he responded with blissful ease.

"Mr. Watts, if I may." The lady stood. She was a brute of a
woman built with all the functional craftsmanship of a stone
outhouse. Her jaw was herculean, and her face full of stern scowls
and disapproving stares—with a tangled mop of wheat gold curls
and corkscrews bound up atop her head. Her evening dress was so
conservative that it could have made a pastor's daughter look
questionable in comparison. At her feet lay a large coal black
medical bag. "l am Miss Maria Primrose, and this is Detective
Jacob Watts. I assume you are our consultant, Mr. Snips?"

"I most certainly am," Snips agreed. "Although I'm actually
more miss than mister."

Miss Primrose's expression slipped from stern authority to
shock and embarrassment. "I beg your pardon, Miss Snips! Count
Orwick’s man failed to inform me that you are a woman."

"I've forgotten a few times myself," Snips said, rolling her
hat off and tipping it. "I assume you two are the detectives?"

"Detectives? Are we detecting something?" Mr. Watts
asked. "Oh, excellent! I do love a good mystery. What is it we're
detecting, Miss Primrose?"

Miss Primrose shot an angry look at Watts, then sighed in
reluctant surrender. "We're solving a crime, Mr. Watts. The recent
death of Basil Copper."

"Oh, he sounds like an interesting chap. When do we meet
him?"

"We're not meeting him," Miss Primrose said, struggling to
maintain her composure. "He is dead."

"Oh. How dreadfully dull," Watts said.

Miss Primrose turned to Snips. "My apologies for the
confusion, Miss Snips. As you have no doubt already guessed, we
are with the Watts and Sons Detective Agency."



53 -- ARCADIA SNIPS AND THE STEAMWORK CONSORTIUM

"Pleasure to meet you," Snips said. "Arcadia Snips,
professional lock enthusiast."

Miss Primrose frowned sternly, looking down at Snips'
attire. "May I ask, Miss Snips, why you are wearing such an odd
assortment of clothes?"

"Oh, you know," Snips said, shrugging. "Dangers of the
profession, that sort of thing." She walked forward, draping herself
down on the far-end of the divan. "So, what do we do now? Trade
recipes?" She took one of the crumpets, tossing it into the air and
leaning back to catch it in her mouth.

Miss Primrose reached forward and snatched the crumpet
before Snips could bite down. "Explain yourself. Why are you
dressed in such a crude fashion? And exactly what is your
specialty? Why were you assigned to our investigation?"

Snips crossed her eyes. "Oh, come on now. What's wrong
with my clothes?"

"Your current manner of dress would cause dark alleyways
to avoid you for fear of soiling their good reputations," Miss
Primrose said.

"I think she's dressed quite cleverly," Detective Watts piped
up. "It's likely a disguise—get into the minds of the insane and
homeless—"

"I'm a professor of escapology, with a minor in chicanery,"
Snips said.

A grim expression swept over Miss Primrose's face. "You
are a thief."

"Well, I don't like to brag—"

"Count Orwick assigned us a thief."

"—but [ am pretty good with sleight of hand," Snips said,
taking another bite out of the crumpet.

"I should have known he would attempt some form of
sabotage. I cannot believe that—" Miss Primrose stopped and
stared, looking from her now empty hand back up to the crumpet
Snips was eating. "Oh, for goodness sake. Give me that!" She
snatched the crumpet back, placing it aside.

Snips licked the excess butter off her fingers. "So, what is it
that we'll be up to?"
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""We' will be up to nothing. You are to accompany us as we
investigate this death as thoroughly as possible."

"And I'll be doing what, precisely?"

"Keeping quiet," Miss Primrose snapped.

*

Cobbled together from a pastiche of styles, the Steamwork
looked as if it had suffered an assault at the hands of a roving pack
of mad Victorian architects. 'Something stylish and elegant,' the
first had said. "With Corinthian columns and a Greco-Roman
motif.'

'Buttresses! Flying buttresses!' the second had roared. 'With
steeples! More steeples! Steeples on top of steeples!'

'And perhaps a bit of wood leafing around the windows.
Nothing too flashy, mind you, but just a few subtle touches here
and there—'

'—arches! More flying buttresses! Six fireplaces! A
balcony! And—'

'Let's slap on some avocado paint and call it a day,' the third
had said.

The final result broke six city ordinances and at least two
laws of physics.

When the three investigators arrived, they found someone
attending to a statue of a muse located near the front door,
polishing up her naughty bits with a dirty hanky. The man was just
finishing buffing her to a marbleized shine when he noticed them
approaching.

"Good afternoon, sir," Miss Primrose announced. "We are
members of the Watts Detective Agency, here to investigate the
matter of your recent unfortunate tragedy—"

The man spat into his hanky, gave the statue one last swab,
then turned to approach the three of them. He was older than old;
he was old back when old was still a fad. When God had said 'Let
there be light', this was the fellow who had been sitting on the back
porch, shaking his cane and complaining about all the racket those
whippersnappers were making with their new dang-fangled
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invention.

"Pleasure t'meet ya," he said, giving Miss Primrose a
crooked grin and offering her a grimy palm. "I'm Dunnigan
McGee, the janitor. Is this your first time here?"

"I am afraid so," Miss Primrose admitted, refraining from
taking the hand. "You have a very, ah, interesting building here,"
she observed, glancing past Dunnigan.

"Aye, she's a beaut." He gave the door a sturdy kick and
shoved it open with his shoulder. "We'll probably have some
papers for you t'sign. Indemnities against electrocution,
combustion, subtraction, that sort of thing—"

"Subtraction?" Snips asked. "What do you mean,
'subtraction'?"

"Math can get a little out of hand around these parts,
ma'am."

The interior of the Steamwork looked worse than the
exterior; it was held together by nothing more than springs, duct-
tape, and liberal amounts of whimsy. Lengths of pipes speared
overhead, spewing out plumes of scalding steam at irregular
intervals; tables groaned beneath the weight of alchemical
apparatuses and books explaining the intimate details of flying
sloths' mating rituals. On quite a few occasions, the detectives
could see past the scorched ceiling to the floor above through holes
caused by various explosions. These pits had been patched up with
a few bits of metal grating and nets.

"What is it exactly that you do here?" Snips asked.

"A little bit of everything," Dunnigan said. "We're a factory
for ideas, missus."

Snips hmphed. "Any good ones?"

"Sometimes," Dunnigan admitted. "Sometimes, well—it's
complicated."

A case of indigestion stirred somewhere in the bowels of
the building. A dull thump and a series of distant explosions rattled
the jars on the shelves and sent several experiments clattering to
the floor. Dunnigan sighed.

"Things have been a bit stressed since Basil's accident," he
said.
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"Are you convinced it was an accidental death, then?" Miss
Primrose asked.

Dunnigan shrugged. "Accidents are pretty common around
these parts, 'specially with someone like Basil. Man couldn't put
together his afternoon tea without blowing something up. Mr.
Eddington'll want to know you're here, of course; if you wait in the
lobby, I'll be with you in a moment."

"Of course," Miss Primrose gracefully replied.

The Steamwork's lobby had been designed to house their
more prominent guests; it was lushly furnished in an Egyptian
motif, with expensive blue-black sofas lined in gold tassels and
sleek furniture built from varnished maple and glass. A roaring fire
snarled in an artificial hearth, glutting itself upon a meal of
flammable gas.

"I'll be back in a jiffy," Dunnigan said, turning to the three
of them. "Make yourselves comfortable." Once he left, they seated
themselves and mulled over the turn of events.

"So," Snips said, turning to Watts. "How do you plan on
proceeding with the investigation?"

"Oh, well, if I am going to get to solving this mystery, it's
best that [ begin at the beginning," he said. "Miss Primrose, you
wouldn't happen to know where the beginning is, would you?"

Miss Primrose's eyebrows pinched together in intense
thought. For a scant moment, she had the look of a calculating
machine steadily clicking its way through a difficult problem. At
last, she said: "I think that to begin, you must perform a thorough
interrogation of the tea and biscuits, so you may eliminate them as
a potential suspect."”

"Oh, quite good," Watts said, nodding. "Quite good. I knew
that, of course. I just like to make sure others are keeping up on
their detecting." He reached for a nearby biscuit, preparing it for a
barrage of questions with a small knife and a bit of butter.

"In the meanwhile, Miss Snips and I will attend to the
incidental details—so you may have no distractions while you
pursue this important route of inquiry," Miss Primrose said.

"Ah! Excellent. You are as helpful as ever, Miss Primrose."

"Thank you."
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Dunnigan soon returned. "Well, Mr. Eddington'll to speak
with you whenever you're ready. In the meanwhile, you're free to
inspect the Steamwork at your leisure."

"Very well. If you'll pardon us, Mr. Watts." Miss Primrose
rose to her feet.

"Er," Snips glanced between Miss Primrose and Watts, then
dropped her voice into a whisper as she stood up besides her.
"Where are we going again?"

"To attend to the 'incidental' parts of the crime," Miss
Primrose said. "Specifically, the scene of Mr. Copper's demise."

*

Basil Copper was seriously dead.

The entire workshop had been consumed in an explosion
that had left the far wall and ceiling exposed to the elements; as the
three of them stepped in, they found themselves staring out at the
vast and bustling cityscape below. Whatever destructive force had
been unleashed here had been quite thorough in its destruction;
nary a tool or scrap of paper remained in a semi-recognizable state.

Snips looked around. "So he blew himself up."

"That would be the obvious assumption," Miss Primrose
said. She lifted her skirts up to step across the scorched debris,
crouching down to more closely inspect the rubble. Immediately,
she grew pale.

"Mr. Dunnigan," she said, doing her best to smother the
quaver in her voice. "Have you already done a thorough search of
this room for—abh, his remains?"

"Oh, aye, I swept up a little before you came in, Miss
Primrose. Just thought it would be polite. Basil did always hate a
mess."

"I think you might have missed—ahem." Quickly, she stood
up, straightening herself and pointing down at the pile. "I think you
might have missed Mr. Copper's ear."

Dunnigan scooted over and peered down. "Well wouldn't
you know it—so I did! Huh. I'll put it in the bag with the rest of
him." He reached down to snatch the scorched scrap of skin.
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Snips waited until Dunnigan had left with the offending
appendage, then turned to adjust her hat in a mirror shard that had
fused with the wall. "So what's the deal with Watts?"

Miss Primrose returned to her bag, opening it with a click.
Several shelves brimming with beakers, flasks, and mechanical
curiosities folded out. Arming herself with a set of brass-framed
magnifying lenses mounted on a leather head-strap, she turned to
Snips and fired her an optically-enlarged glare. "I think the better
question to ask would be what is the 'deal' with you, Miss Snips.
Why on earth has Count Orwick assigned what is clearly a
criminal to an otherwise legitimate investigation?"

Snips tapped the lens aside, leaving her exposed to Miss
Primrose's scalding glare. She waggled her eyebrows. "Maybe he
thought you could do with a little illegitimacy?"

Miss Primrose scowled, snapped the lens back into place,
and turned back to the ashes. "As for your previous inquiry, Mr.
Watts is a brilliant investigator. Age has merely taken its toll. Thus
the responsibility for solving this crime falls upon us—or more
accurately, myself."

"Then why are you working for him?"

"He was—is—a great man. He deserves respect. As for my
other motives, are they not obvious? Apply some modicum of
intellect to your own question and I am sure you will stumble upon
an answer."

Snips thought about it for a while, scratching at the back of
her head. "Because you've got a thing for him?"

"Please! I would sooner be smitten with a toad. I work for
him because it is otherwise impossible for me to solve crimes. And
since you seem to remain insistent about distracting me from
solving this crime, perhaps you should go ahead and make yourself
useful."

"How?"

"Interrogate some of the staff here."

"About what?"

"About how many lumps of sugar they take with their tea!"
she snapped, then sighed. "About the case, Miss Snips. About the
victim. About any data that might be pertinent to our investigation.
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Now go! Shoo! I am working."

Snips turned to leave; just as she was stepping out, she
caught sight of a curious thing poking out from beneath a rock.
Crouching down, she brushed aside a few pieces rubble and found
what looked to be a burnt slip of colored paper.

Snips frowned. She looked to the oblivious Miss Primrose,
then stuffed the paper into her pocket. Doing her best to remain
unnoticed, she stepped out the door.

~F
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CHAPTER 8: IN WHICH OUR TITULAR
PROTAGONIST MEETS THE DAFFODIL SCION
AND MR. EDDINGTON COMPARES NOTES
WITH THE MASKED MENACE

*

~T~

The Steamwork was beginning to sink into a deep lull; only
a few men scurried down the steam-choked corridors. No one
seemed interested in the small shabbily dressed girl who slipped
through its halls.

Snips hadn't gotten very far before she walked straight into
someone else and collapsed with them into a heap of surprised
cries and paperwork. When she at last managed to extract herself,
she was surprised to find a young light-haired man who resembled
a frantic rabbit locked in a desperate search for his hole. In an
instant, he was down on his knees, snatching up every document
he could find.

"Late, late, late," the man said, muttering to himself.
"Terribly late! So sorry sir, didn't see you there, have to go—"

Snips rolled forward and perched herself in front of him,
thrusting her face into his. The man squeaked and threw himself
backwards, scrambling to flatten his spine to the wall.

"Hey," Snips said. "I'm a girl."

"You are! I am doubly sorry, then," he quickly responded.
HUh_"

"Doubly sorry that I'm a girl?" Snips said.

"No! Doubly sorry that—um, I'm sorry, what was I sorry
about again?"

"What's your name?"

"William," he said. "Please pardon me, I'm in a bit of a rush
with these last changes, and [—"

"Right, right. I'm doing an investigation, though. Real
important stuff," Snips said. As the man struggled to arrive on his
feet, she sprang up and slapped her palm on the wall beside his
head. He was a foot taller than her, but he cowered at her presence,
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holding the paperwork out in front of him like a shield. "Mind if |
ask you a few questions?"

The boy's face began to burn. "Err—questions? I suppose,
um, if it's important. Do you mind if you ask me on the way,
though?" He ducked out beneath her arm, darting over to pluck up
a sheet that had escaped him. "I’m behind schedule as it is."

"Fine, fine," Snips said, sliding her arms behind her back
and moving to walk besides him. "What's all this business?" Snips
leaned forward to peek at one of the sheets at the top of the pile.
"All these numbers—"

"It's for the Steamwork's new calculation engine," William
said, quickening his pace to a loose jog. "Bank data that we must
input."

"Calculation engine? The Steamwork has one of those
things they use in banks?" Snips asked. "To, like, calculate interest
and all that junk?"

"We've completed one, yes," William said. "It's one of the
more important projects we've been working on."

"Why? Don't the banks have them already?"

"Yes, but the calculation engines they use possess
fundamental flaws," William explained. "They can be damaged or
disrupted by creative mathematics, or a mistake on the part of an
operator. The recent plague of disasters facing the banks is
representative of that."

"Oh," Snips said, wrinkling her nose. "Don't tell me you
buy into that whole Professor Hemlock business."

William looked surprised. "What's not to believe, Miss...?"

"Snips," she said. "Just Snips. And Hemlock's a joke; a
scam they use to sell news rags. A bedtime story mathematicians
use to scare their kids into showing their work when they solve for
X"

"That may be, but the fact that a misplaced decimal point
can bring Aberwick's financial district to a crashing halt remains a
problem in need of a solution," William said. "Our new calculation
engine is that solution."

Snips noticed that as the discussion turned to his engine,
William relaxed more; the nervous agitation flickered out of his
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eyes as he took on a confident stride.

"So, what? You're going to sell it to the banks?"

"Oh, no. It's too large for the banks to build," William said.
"It occupies the entire basement of the Steamwork. No, we're
going to rent it to them."

"Rent it?" A gentle hum had gradually been growing as they
walked; as they reached the wide stairwell, it grew to a clanking
purr. Snips peered down the stairs, inching her way forward.

"Yes, rent it," William said, stepping past her and moving
downward. Snips reluctantly followed, listening as William
explained. "In addition to the calculation engine, we've fitted all
the banks with pneumatic piping that connects them to the
Steamwork. We’re able to send near-instant messages to any bank
in Aberwick, and vice versa."

"Like mail carriages," Snips said.

"No, it’s not a large carriage," William corrected her. "It’s
an array of pipes."

"Sounds like grave dealings."

"Anyway, once the improved engine is complete, we'll rent
them space on it, which is impervious to disruption via operator
error. The banks will send us all their accounting information,
we’ll do all the calculations, and then we’ll send it back to them."

"Seems risky," Snips said. "Letting you guys run all the
banks' books."

"Oh, they'd still run their own engines," William said.
"We'd only be on stand-by as a back up, in case their engines
failed. They could send a message to us, requesting the lost or
unavailable information, and we'd help them fill in their blanks. In
addition, when their engines go down, we can do the calculations
for them."

"I think I see," Snips said, and by then they had arrived in
the Steamwork’s basement. It was a dauntingly wide chamber that
occupied nearly a block of space beneath the city; it was deep
enough to swallow entire sections of the apartments that bustled on
the streets above it. Every inch of it below the catwalk they now
stood on was occupied by a machine—one single whirring,
grinding, spinning, humming machine.
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It was a consortium of gears and cogs all spinning in
tandem, with platforms cutting over it, across it, and through it—
brimming with half-a-dozen engineers and mathematicians,
dressed neatly and weaving their way through the metal passages
that the machine provided, taking notes and making adjustments.

Snips gawked; William smiled.

"This is the machine," William announced. "My calculation
engine."

"You—you built this?" Snips asked, unable to hide her
incredulity.

"Well, not by myself, no," William said. "Mr. Eddington
provided much of the funding, and I’ve only been making
improvements on previous designs. But I was chiefly responsible
for designing the mathematical functions it performs," he added, a
sliver of pride slipping into his voice. He moved forward to his
office, which was located in a niche on the other side of the
catwalk; Snips followed, trying not to stare at the twisting
labyrinth of gears that churned beneath her.

When she stepped into the office, the first thing she noticed
was the umbrella. It was long and heavy, and as black as obsidian;
it had a stylized hilt made of ivory with a butterfly forming the
knob at its base.

William set the paperwork on his desk. "So, what is it
exactly that you’re investigating, Miss Snips?"

Snips moved towards the umbrella, reaching out to touch it.
"Hm? Oh, Mr. Copper’s death," she said blankly. "Where did you
get this?"

"I think you might be in the wrong place, then," William
said. "Mr. Copper wasn’t involved in this project. Not as far as I'm
aware, anyway. As for the umbrella, ah, well," he hesitated. "It was
my father’s."

"Really," Snips said, picking it up. It was far heavier than
one would expect an ordinary umbrella to be.

"Yes, yes. Actually, I’d rather not talk about it, if it is all the
same," William said. "Unless it’s important to your investigation,
of course. But I can’t imagine how it could be."

"No, not very important," Snips admitted, setting the
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umbrella down and turning back to William. "Did you know
Copper well?"

"We had met before," William said. "I once visited his
apartment, a year ago—when I first began working for the
Steamwork."

"What was he working on?"

"To be honest, I do not know," William said. "His work was
always very hush-hush. I actually didn’t see him very often around
the Steamwork. He’d report in and more or less disappear. Of
course, we worked on opposite ends of the building. I'm afraid I
really didn’t know the fellow that well," he confessed. "Is there
something else I could help you with, possibly?"

"Sure," Snips said. "What’s your favorite color?"

"Green," he replied instantly, then paused. "Er, what?"

"These are important questions," Snips said, trying to sound
as gruff as she could. "Are you trying to interfere with my
investigation?"

"No! Not at all."

Snips was about to say something else, but at that moment
she heard someone clearing their throat behind her.

"Mr. Eddington," William said, managing to mix of relief
and disappointment with one look. "Hullo!"

"I believe you still have considerable work to accomplish,
William. I will deal with Miss Snips," Mr. Eddington said.
Nodding rapidly, William turned back to his paperwork. Snips
tipped her hat to William and turned to Mr. Eddington, following
him out of the office.

Snips huffed. "Odd fellow."

"I assume that you are Orwick's 'government consultant'?"
Mr. Eddington asked as they walked over the calculating engine.

"The one and only," Snips said, tipping her hat. "Arcadia
Snips, at your service. May I ask who you are?"

"Mr. Timothy Eddington. Chief administrator of the
Steamwork." The man glared at her long and hard. "I assume you'll
want to discuss the details of the case with me."

"Sure. You got an office?"

"This way."
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As they rounded back up the stairs and around the corner,
Snips thought she caught sight of Dunnigan stepping into Mr.
Eddington's office, but the administrator said nothing. Once they
reached it, he opened the door and allowed Snips to enter first.

Once inside, her eyes nearly sprang from her skull. All
other thoughts disappeared in a flash: there was not a single object
in the room that was not worth stealing. Even the pens looked like
they could feed a family of six for a month. A chain of ivory
statues sat on an ebonized desk; books with gold leaf foil bindings
littered the shelves. Crystal tumblers lined a fully stocked liquor
cabinet, filled to the top with the good stuff.

Snips' fingers started to twitch. She shoved them so deep
into her pockets that her pants started to sag.

"Is there a problem, Miss Snips?" Mr. Eddington asked.

"Not at all," Snips blurted out a little too quickly. "Just a
little, uh, chilly in here. My, you have a lot of expensive stuff." She
felt her fingers spasm in her pockets, fighting for freedom. "Quite a
lot of expensive stuff."

"Yes. I enjoy the finer things in life," Mr. Eddington said,
walking around his desk to take a seat. "Please, make yourself
comfortable. If it is all the same with you, I would like to finish
this up as quickly as possible."

Snips moistened her lips. "Right, right," she said, sitting.
"Just have to, you know, ask you a few questions."

Mr. Eddington raised an eyebrow. "Miss Snips, why are
you stuffing my gold engraved pen in your pocket?"

Snips froze, looking down at her hands. She immediately
placed the pen back on the desk and proceeded to flatten her palms
to the seat of the chair, sitting on them. "Sorry," she said. "You
know how people can be with pens. Thought it was mine for a
second."

Mr. Eddington's eyebrow continued to lift, disappearing
underneath his graying hairline. "I... see."

"Anyway. I was just asking Daffodil back there about the
calculation engine project you're running." Snips allowed her eyes
to slide across the room, trying to find something to distract her
from all the interesting things on Mr. Eddington's desk. She caught
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sight of something in particular; a small bulletin board that had
various newspaper clippings attached to it. They dealt with new
groundbreaking inventions the Steamwork had been responsible
for. Snips noticed that most of them were dated back from at least a
decade ago.

"Yes. It's quite a lucrative arrangement. Mr. Tweedle and
his banks gain added security and invulnerability toward
mathematical mischief, and in return we charge a considerable yet
wholly appropriate fee," Mr. Eddington said. "However, I fail to
see precisely what this has to do with Mr. Copper's demise."

"Just coming at this from every angle possible," Snips said.
"What else does the Steamwork do? Besides the bank stuff."

"We invent things, Miss Snips. Our improvements on the
calculation engine is me