
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      
    
  


		
			[image: Odyssey_final_files]

Published by Odyssey Books in 2016

			Copyright © Felicity Banks 2016

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted by any person or entity, including internet search engines or retailers, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying (except under the statutory exceptions provisions of the Australian Copyright Act 1968), recording, scanning or by any information storage and retrieval system without the prior written permission of the publisher.

			www.odysseybooks.com.au

			A Cataloguing-in-Publication entry is available from the National Library of Australia

			ISBN: 978-1-922200-58-7 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-922200-59-4 (ebook)

			Cover design by Elijah Toten




		
			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my family.

			To the ones who made me (and put up with a lot)

			To the one I chose (who also chose me)

			And to the ones I made because I loved you before you existed (and more every day).
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			Chapter One

			Society doesn’t allow young men to marry science experiments. 

			Tick, tick. 

			My heart beat loudly—too loudly. That’s the trouble with brass. 

			Tick, tick.

			Mrs Dawes would be calling shortly with her son, and I needed to stay calm or I’d give the game away. Everyone who was anyone wore metal, but I was the only person in London to wear it on the inside of my chest. 

			‘You’re ticking fit to burst, Emmeline!’ said Arabella, putting my hairbrush down amongst my scent bottles, unguents, facial powders, and half a disassembled clockwork rat. ‘They’ll discover everything at this rate.’

			‘Hush. I already stopped the drawing room clock. The Daweses won’t hear a tick out of place.’

			She made a face at me in the mirror, scrunching up her eyes—the same blue eyes I’d also inherited from Mother—and I smiled back at her. I’d grown fond of having my baby sister set my hair instead of a maid. 

			One of Mother’s pastoral watercolours hung in a wooden frame on the wall. The original gold frame had kept the servants paid for two months. It had been Arabella’s idea to sell it. She possessed a natural flair for intrigue that worried me sometimes. Best to marry soon, and hope she followed suit before clever lies became too solid a habit for both of us. Or perhaps the lies would prove more useful than ever. I was hazy on the details of married life. The main thing was to get it done as quickly and profitably as possible.

			‘Soon it’ll be you receiving the young men,’ I said, pleased at the thought that if this afternoon went smoothly I’d be settled soon, and she could choose whomever she liked best.

			Arabella stuck out her tongue.

			‘Or perhaps not,’ I said. 

			She sniffed. ‘Boys? I should think not.’

			I stood, straightening my skirts so the discreet wheels keeping my petticoats aligned fell in a circle around my slippered feet. Arabella’s opinions on boys would change soon enough.

			She stepped back and examined me with a critical air. Despite her tender years she very nearly faced me eye to eye. ‘Shall I tighten your corset a little more? Is the back vent lined up correctly?’

			‘There’s not enough time to check.’ I tipped my head to the side, listening to the rumble and clink of passing carriages on the hard macadam road outside. Iron wheels, wooden wheels, coster wagons, horse hooves, and the rain forever tinkling on rooftops and carriages. It was impossible to tell whether the Daweses had arrived or not, but they’d descend upon us any moment. 

			A quick knock sounded at the bedroom door, and Jem tumbled in without waiting for permission. ‘All your fripperies done?’ he asked.

			‘Don’t be vulgar,’ said Mother as she followed him inside. Her skirt floated exactly level with the floor thanks to her own set of precision-engineered crinoline wheels. It was one of the few creations of mine that she truly loved. 

			I stood by the window and pressed my eye to the viewer of my second-best brass periscope. The far end was welded into place in the bottom left corner of the glass. I’d considered using copper for the tubing, but the cleverer magic of brass was best for fine-tuning sensory detail. Copper only made things bigger or louder, while brass let me see through raindrops, and the aural attachment could filter out background noise. 

			At the touch of my hand, the street came into sharp focus. Every time I used the periscope the magic responded faster, and with greater accuracy. The noise of the street clarified as suddenly as the view, and I jumped at the strident oy-eh! call of the dustmen. 

			Forgetting Mother wasn’t meant to know about the reduced number of servants, Jem said, ‘I hope Harry’s quick to answer them, or he won’t be in time to receive the Daw—’

			Arabella conveyed a reminder of Mother’s presence with a swift kick, aided by the Superior-Inferior Heels I’d made her, the points of which sprung out in a deadly manner.

			Jem yelped and swore.

			‘Jeremy,’ Mother reprimanded softly.

			‘Beef-head,’ hissed Arabella, underestimating her volume by half.

			Rather than choosing to hear Arabella’s comment, Mother straightened the dangling satin ribbons of her cap. 

			‘Dustmen!’ Jem said with a flash of inspiration. ‘I hope Harry’s quick to receive the dustmen.’

			‘It has been awfully smelly downstairs,’ Mother agreed, neatly changing the subject. 

			Arabella and I exchanged a glance. We both knew Father’s laboratory—my laboratory now—was smelly because of rising damp, not because of any industrial by-products I might happen to produce between making tea and embroideries. The stench was an inevitable side effect of living in Britain’s greatest city. 

			I turned back to the periscope and watched Harry haul our rubbish out to the waiting dustmen, who dumped it in their cart. Rain slicked down his grey hair. He jumped guiltily at something outside my view and hurried back inside to change clothes, dragging the empty boxes with him.

			‘They’re close,’ I said. 

			‘Should we go to the drawing room now?’ asked Arabella, trying and failing to keep the nerves from her voice.

			‘Wait a moment longer,’ I said. ‘I want to see Mrs Dawes.’

			A monster-sized carriage drew up a moment later, drawn by six horses—all satiny white except for the black mud on their legs. Four footmen jumped out and stood to attention. They were all exactly the same height and build. I was impressed.

			Mrs Dawes’s hand extended from the doorway and hovered in the air. Two of the men leapt to her side to help her down. I winced as my brass contraption amplified the creaking of her stays until the sound filled my room. Brass has a wayward sense of humour. 

			Mother coughed politely, trying and failing to mask the sound. I kept my eye pressed to the viewer.

			Mrs Dawes bulged in every direction. Her arms bulged from her sleeves, and her eyes bulged from her bacony face. The footmen were discreet enough to avert their eyes as she alighted, but I had a feeling even her ankles bulged. When she shook off her men and advanced on the house I distinctly heard the tuneless screech of crinoline wheels in need of grease. My heart skipped a beat in sympathy. It didn’t like being around shoddy maintenance, no matter how popular it might be this season.

			Tick…tick.

			Her son stepped down unassisted, swearing quietly at the vagaries of fashion as his steel waistcoat prevented him from bending low enough to easily clear the door. I sympathised, since no amount of leather lining made my steel corsets comfortable either. 

			The jawline I remembered fondly from last year’s royal ball was as square as ever. I willed my heart not to overheat, steaming out of my safety valves and giving away my interest—not to mention my unique medical condition. 

			We’d spent every penny of our social currency covering up the initial installation of my heart years ago, and Father’s subsequent execution by hanging. The slightest mistake on my part would expose the macabre truth and ruin us all. But if I didn’t manage to catch Mr Dawes’s interest, my remaining choices of suitor were limited at best. Father’s last remaining business ventures had finally petered out and I needed to marry at once, before our thin veneer of prosperous respectability failed once and for all. 

			Mr Dawes moved with grace, as if we were still at the ball. When he glanced up I saw that his eyes behind their spectacles were outlined in girlishly long lashes, and bore a wistful expression. I remembered that from the ball, too.

			‘Should we go to the drawing room now?’ asked Jem, tugging pointedly on my sleeve.

			‘One moment,’ I said, unwilling to stop staring while my periscope gave me the advantage. 

			Mr Dawes followed his mother to the door. 

			She whirled and held up one hand to stop him. ‘Remember, Ambrose, watch Miss Muchamore carefully. Rumour has it her father was secretly executed for murder!’

			The revelation hit me like a physical blow, and I bit my lip to keep from crying out—whether in fear or rage I couldn’t say. Fortunately the magical brass of my periscope only worked in one direction. It wouldn’t do for them to hear my gasp and know I was using magic to spy on them from above as they approached my front door.

			‘How reliable is your source for that juicy morsel?’ Mr Dawes smiled slightly, and my hopes rekindled. His natural scepticism might just save me. ‘Was it Miss Smythe again?’

			‘They couldn’t prove it, but it’s God’s own truth,’ Mrs Dawes insisted. ‘He cut out a young girl’s heart.’

			I touched the cool metal of the vent leading to the place where my flesh and blood heart used to reside. It always made me think of Father, and how much he loved me. My body was the canvas for his glorious art—mine, and no one else’s. If only my genius could match his!

			‘Really?’ Mr Dawes said. ‘Whose heart did he take? And what did he do with her corpse?’

			Mrs Dawes harrumphed loudly. ‘I’m sure I don’t know.’

			‘As I recall, he died of ill health—and you and I both attended the funeral. It was very tasteful. Your version of events is a trifle fantastic, don’t you think? Like so many of your best rumours—more’s the pity.’

			‘Then why the closed casket that day?’

			‘Apparently people don’t look their best when ill. Especially after the illness proves fatal.’ He sighed. ‘Unless the family managed to arrange an entirely secret trial and an equally secret execution—with the help of some of the top doctors, lawyers and judges in the city—I think we’d best presume the late Mr Muchamore was innocent of slicing out the heart of a little girl.’ 

			Studying Mr Dawes wasn’t helping me calm down. The rate of my heart’s ticking increased the longer I spent in his presence.. 

			Mrs Dawes rallied her outrage for one last sally. ‘The details of the case are irrelevent. Only remember, if you will, that this family has a reputation for peculiarity.’

			‘I do hope it’s deserved.’

			Mrs Dawes took several agitated breaths. ‘Do be serious, Ambrose. I only mentioned the rumour so you could keep it in mind, just in case the Muchamores give some sign that proves it to be true after all. Try not to be distracted by Miss Muchamore’s famous blue eyes. Blue eyes are not at all a suitable reason to marry.’

			‘I managed to remain calm when I saw them at the royal ball last year. Very distracted blue eyes—until I mentioned my admiration of Hungerford Bridge. Then they were sharp as steel.’

			‘Did you bore her with your engineering talk? You know you mustn’t discuss all that rubbish in proper society.’

			‘I didn’t have the chance. She danced on. I did, however, notice she possessed a very finely-engineered ankle.’

			I wondered how he’d react when he finally saw my beautiful brass and silver heart for the first time—but of course that idea was sheer presumption. Until we were engaged, my secret had to remain hidden. There was too much at stake to trust anyone, even someone with such excellent taste in bridges. 

			‘Well I never!’ Mrs Dawes prevented further wickedness by motioning for Mr Dawes to ring our bell.


			
Chapter Two 

			I followed Mother in an uncommonly rapid stroll to the drawing room. All four of us stood in our most elegantly awkward poses. Jem tapped out a nervous rhythm on the left-hand section of his brass waistcoat until Arabella stamped on his foot, leaving a round imprint from her Superior-Inferior heel. She had a rare gift for communication. 

			While I had a moment, I slipped my portable hem-crank out of an inner pocket and adjusted my skirts so Mr Dawes would catch a tantalising glimpse of my wheels before I sat down. I remembered the way his brown eyes lit up when he spoke of Hungerford Bridge, and felt a flutter of anticipation. My heart responded to my nervous excitement by beating harder than ever.

			Tick!

			Mother quickly switched places with me so I was closer to the stopped clock. I opened the glass face and adjusted the hands to the correct time. Hopefully the Daweses wouldn’t stay too long and notice something amiss. 

			I was secretly proud that brass was a part of me, no matter how appalled Society would be if they knew. Apart from anything else, my artificial heart gave me instincts far more accurate than women’s intuition, and I had a good feeling about Mr Dawes.

			Tick, tick. 

			Harry bowed at the door. ‘Mrs Dawes and Mr Dawes,’ he said, and I noticed he still had half a cast-off brass cog stuck to his trouser leg with grease. Perhaps no one else had seen it. I hoped not. Poor Harry was always trying and failing to tidy my laboratory. He still hadn’t given up hope that it was all merely some childhood phase. I tried to resist the urge to share my latest wondrous discoveries with him on a daily basis. Sometimes I even succeeded for a day or two.

			Mrs Dawes progressed into the room with all the pomp of a galleon under sail. She exhibited all the creaking and huffing of a galleon too, not to mention the discolouring spatter of raindrops across her chest. 

			Mr Dawes met my eye and smiled. His patented self-doffing hat wound itself upward on a long spring before leaning sideways and then flipping neatly into his crooked arm. It was elegantly done, and gave me time to admire the moulded shape of his steel waistcoat between the cravated V of his frock coat. Now that he was in the room, I struggled to maintain my focus. For a moment I wished we weren’t chaperoned at all. Perhaps then I’d begin by telling him that his self-doffing hat had been invented in the basement of the very home in which he sat. I was struggling to conceal my excitement, and my heart wasn’t helping one bit.

			Tick!

			We all sat and folded our hands politely. Mother excused the children. I knew they’d listen from the next room, probably assisted by another of my brass devices. It was only fair: Arabella had to learn flirtation somehow. I wished I’d had an older sister to observe at our most vital work. It seemed far too important to be made up as I went along. 

			A foolish fantasy popped into my mind about wanting a more important destiny than marrying well and looking pretty. I dismissed it at once. Harry was right: experimentation and invention was no occupation for a lady. Impressing the right young man was what really mattered.

			‘Tea?’ said Mother.

			‘Delighted,’ said Mrs Dawes, eyeing her carefully. Perhaps she suspected Mother might spontaneously sprout petunias from her nose. I could think of three different ways to make that happen, but failed to think of a practical use. Pity.

			Mother tugged the bell-cord to let our upper housemaid know her services were required. None of us were certain whether or not Mother had noticed the girl was now also our lower housemaid, and our cook. She gave no clear sign of having observed the change. 

			I rested my hands in my lap and left a space for Mrs Dawes to pick a topic of conversation that suited her. Instead she glared around the room without looking at me. She examined the porcelain figurines on the mantelpiece above the fire, then the genuine gold detail on the rose wallpaper, long since faded to brown. Her eyes rested above my head, and I knew she was examining the family portrait Mother had painted in oils the year before Father cut out and replaced my natural heart. I was Arabella’s age, showing barely a sign of womanhood. Jem was a pouting child, and Arabella wasn’t old enough to walk. Mother was slightly prettier than she should have been, and her blonde hair was a little smoother than real life would have it. She’d painted the entire portrait with all of us facing a mirror. As a result, it was very nearly truthful.

			Mrs Dawes’s eyes narrowed, searching for some new morsel of gossip to share with the world. I kept my breath and heart steady, grateful I hadn’t sold the heavy gilt frame and replaced it with painted plaster—yet. 

			‘The weather is very fine,’ Mr Dawes attempted.

			‘Yes,’ I said, trying very hard to think of something more inspiring. I failed, and blurted an honest comment instead. ‘It was rainy all this week.’

			He stifled a smile. ‘Faithful British weather.’

			I almost broke into a nervous laugh, but managed to keep my expression ladylike. ‘Indeed.’

			‘Miss Muchamore, if I may be so bold?’

			‘Please,’ I said, and saw his eyes brighten to reflect mine.

			‘Our families are on good terms, terms likely to improve.’

			Tick!

			A jet of steam scalded my back as it exited the main safety valve between my shoulder blades, hissing loudly through the vent in my corset. Since I was seated close to the fireplace, the steam dissipated without causing comment. As long as I kept calm enough that no steam erupted from the secondary safety valve in my brass sternum, I’d be fine. Mrs Dawes was unlikely to appreciate the sight of her prospective daughter-in-law steaming violently from between the breasts.

			‘Yes, Mr Dawes?’ I willed myself to keep my heart in check. ‘Do go on.’

			Tick, tick. 

			He blushed, and took off his spectacles to polish them. ‘May we call one another by our first names?’

			I didn’t answer right away. To my surprise, even Mrs Dawes looked quietly pleased at the prospect of greater intimacy between us. The upside of having a notorious gossip guess one’s family secrets was that she was unlikely to be believed. She didn’t even believe herself.

			Tick, tick. 

			My family would be safe, Jem and Arabella would grow up and choose their future in the same circles we’d enjoyed all our lives. The crucial task of my life was as good as done—other than bearing children, naturally. That had to be easier than this.

			‘Of course, Ambrose,’ I said at last, hardly daring to look at him.

			‘Thank you, Emmeline.’ He stared at his hands, hiding his expression, but my heart told me our meeting was going very well indeed.

			Once again the image of my laboratory lying neglected gave me the illusion of dissatisfaction with my future. I shook it off: my happiness was virtually complete. Marriage would be far more interesting than the clammy hole where I spent so many of my leisure hours inventing unique contraptions and changing the world around me with modifications to everything from fashion to vermin. Harry would soon be proved correct: it was merely a girlish phase. I was about to grow up and leave that illusion of real joy behind me.

			Mary knocked and entered with the tea-things. Ambrose and I dared an exchange of smiles as she set out the tray and left us.

			Tick, tick. 

			Mother passed a fine bone china mug to Mrs Dawes—we’d sold all but four, and I was desperately relieved we’d kept the right number for this essential meeting. My heart hadn’t betrayed me after all, and nor had our lack of funds. All our efforts at remaining part of society were about to pay off. My future was set in stone. Good British stone. 

			Tick, tick.

			I was happy. Of course I was.

			Clonk.

			Oh. Oh no. 

			I took a careful breath and knew at once I was in dire need of help. That, and oxygen. I gasped for more air, knowing it was useless: the problem was inside me. 

			My mind sorted furiously through Father’s medical and bio-metallic notes. Supernatural intuition from the clever brass of my heart told me one of my arterial valves was broken. Fine, arterial valves were fixable. Except…except…

			Not brass. I couldn’t use brass. Brass was good for sensory or intuitive magic and nothing else. Only silver bonded directly with organic matter. That was why several vital pieces of my heart were made of silver. But…we didn’t have a real silver spoon left in the house. Worst of all, I’d melted and sold all my most personal spare parts just last week. I’d had to find a way to buy a new dress for this very meeting.

			Mrs Dawes was talking at me. I stared at her and didn’t hear a word. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember why she was in our home at such a time. 

			She stood up, still talking, and pointed her fat finger right at my chest. We’d all heard a clonking noise that was terribly improper. She demanded to know what it was. 

			Mrs Dawes wore a silver necklace. It called to me: one piece of silver to another.

			‘Necklace,’ I said, very carefully. ‘Give me your necklace.’

			Someone’s hand clutched my arm. It was Mother’s hand—pale, with long fingers and neat nails. She knew I’d broken something internally, and she understood what it meant for me and for all of us. I stared at her in mute terror for my life, and her blue eyes widened. Her hair was a halo. 

			My brass heart told me exactly what she saw when she looked at me: she was thrown back to the day when I was nine years old and she found me bloody and unconscious on Father’s underground workbench, with my original heart in a tray beside me. Father was so proud of what he’d achieved: England’s first true fusion of steam and humanity. A triumph for Britain and for science!

			Her hand slipped from my arm as she passed out.

			‘Necklace,’ I said again stupidly, and held out my hand to Mrs Dawes like a beggar. My fingers were blue. Just one minor valve failure under pressure, and our family hung on the brink of social ruin. Again.

			If I didn’t get that necklace, I had less than an hour to live. My heart tried and failed to work.

			Mrs Dawes took another step back, her hand at her throat. She stared at Mother but didn’t move to help her. I remembered that long-ago day when my heart was brand new, and Father and I both tried to explain to a pair of horrified policemen how wonderful it was—how beautiful a gift. It was my blood all over the floor that day, but no one listened to what I had to say. I was just a girl.

			Ambrose stepped between his mother and I. ‘Emmeline, what is it? What’s wrong? Are you unwell?’

			I wanted to tell him, but I couldn’t possibly expose my family’s critical secret. Not after Mother bribed so many of London’s elite to cover up Father’s last days, both his actions and the law’s reaction. Instead I shook my head at Ambrose, willing him to understand. Perhaps he could somehow guess that my heart needed silver, and needed it at once. Perhaps one day he could understand that my heart wasn’t grotesque; it was engineering. Perhaps one day I’d tell him the whole story, when we were alone and he was in love with me.

			His eyes clouded with confusion, and the link between us snapped. He took his mother’s arm and walked to the door.

			I lunged for Mrs Dawes and caught the life-saving silver necklace in my fingers, keeping her from leaving. She screamed in pain and sudden fear. I yanked with all my strength, and her scream strangled into silence. The clasp snapped and I fell backward. My skirts tangled around my knees, setting my crinoline wheels awry and showing far too much of my legs. I’d have burned with shame if I wasn’t too busy trying to stay alive.

			Running footsteps converged from all over the house—Henry, Mary, and my poor doomed brother and sister. I let the Daweses flee outside, and stumbled toward Father’s laboratory. 

			My laboratory.

			As I hurtled downstairs into the stinking dark, I heard Mrs Dawes bellowing at the top of her voice on our front step: ‘Murderers. They’re all murderers. Help, police! Somebody call the police!’


			
Chapter Three

			‘What do you need?’ Arabella yelled down the stairs in a decidedly unladylike manner.

			‘Fuel!’ I shouted back. The ‘if you please, dear’ was implied.

			In three more steps I hit the damp cellar floor. My vision blurred around the edges, but it wasn’t gone yet. I saw three desks overloaded with jars of metallic powder, loops of copper wire, Arabella’s hairbrush (so that’s where it was), and the broken cogs of at least three homemade rodent hearts. 

			One of my semi-mechanical rats scuttled out from under my feet, squeaking in annoyance. The others woke up all in a pile and immediately scattered under the benches, chittering frantically. They needed winding. I needed winding. No, that wasn’t right. I wasn’t thinking straight. Needed to fix one of my silver valves. Yes, that was it.

			I stared at the rats’ beady eyes and very nearly swore at myself in horror. All their hearts had silver valves. Given a little time, I could have cannibalised their engines to save mine. Why hadn’t I thought of that earlier?

			Jem tumbled into the laboratory bearing a bottle of my best glycerol. ‘Arabella’s in the kitchen getting backup coal, but I thought potassium would be faster—with this to bribe it into burning longer.’

			‘Good, Jem. We’ll need all the magic we can get.’ I handed him the necklace, and cleared my main workbench by shoving everything onto the floor with a crash of pipes and the tinkle of breaking glass. Fortunately Jem had already grabbed our jar of potassium, and it didn’t smash with the rest. 

			He poured one individually-sealed section of the jar into the large crucible in the middle of the mouldy floor and added a puddle of glycerin, pulling back his bare fingers quickly. As it began to smoke he added our three remaining pieces of anthracite coal. He put the necklace into a second, cleaner crucible on top of the coal just as the potassium exploded into a brilliant tongue of fire. 

			I lay back on my workbench and positioned my operational periscope over my chest, ripping away lace and silk with my other hand. My fingers fumbled badly with the front and side ties of my steel corset, but at last the two leather-lined front pieces fell away and clanged onto the floor. I pulled up my chemise, exposing my bare chest, and hooked open my sternum access panel with one finger, staring straight up into the periscope mirror for the clearest view. 

			‘It’s melting already,’ said Jem, buckling a leather apron around his chest and strapping on brass goggles with difficulty as he lay on the fetid floor to blow madly at the anthracite so the fire didn’t fail. 

			‘Please don’t crack,’ he said to the necklace, showing an unexpected sentimental side. ‘Please please please just melt perfectly—and quickly. My sister needs you.’

			The activated potassium knew its job, and was proving very helpful in lighting the reluctant coal. It would do all kinds of improbable things for a bit of glycerol. Potassium was easy to please, like an over-eager street urchin. I didn’t trust it for a minute.

			‘What exactly am I making today?’ Jem asked, dropping the emotions from his voice like so much scrap. ‘Tubing, endothelium, or valves?’

			Through the periscope mirror I saw my upside-down front boiler and tubing all intact. I pressed the emergency seals into place and lifted my entire secondary steam engine out of the way, hissing in pain as my fingers burnt. ‘I have a feeling I need a new intake valve, maybe two.’

			‘Bigger ones, if you please,’ said Arabella, appearing over me in goggles and a brass mesh-mask for seeing and breathing through my engine’s jetting steam. ‘She outgrew her arteries again. It wasn’t completely that boy’s fault after all.’

			I handed her my front engine and she put it down somewhere beyond my periscope’s field of vision. She grew taller before my eyes, and I thought I was hallucinating until I realised she’d utilised her Superior-Inferior Heels to get a better viewing angle on the failed valve. ‘We’re in luck—it’s the right PA that’s baked,’ she said, her childish voice trembling in contrast to her steady hands as they took measurements of my metallic innards. ‘It’ll be easier to install than the left. Point one-two-five inches diameter, hinge drills at one-zero-one and one-two-two.’ As she spoke she pulled on the gloves I’d made for her. Each finger had a blade, or tiny pincers, or a clockwork rotating saw. She hit her palm against the bench to turn on the glove’s second and third fingers with a symphony of clicks and whirring.

			‘One-zero-one?’ I said. ‘So you’re saying the silver bonded with my flesh well enough to alter its features, but not enough to grow in total area?’

			‘So it would seem,’ said Arabella. 

			‘Fascinating!’

			I heard a clank and then sharp metallic plinks as Jem hammered and sliced and drilled the silver faster than he’d ever worked metal before. He muttered measurements and prayers in equal proportions as he worked, and I hoped the silver was in a malleable mood. Silver wasn’t as easily impressed as potassium. I respected silver, and I hoped it understood. More than that, I hoped it cared whether I lived or died. Perhaps there was a way to test silver’s potential for sentimentality without actually risking death. I made a mental note to do so at my earliest convenience.

			The air stank of mould, coal, and burning sugar. ‘Arabella?’ I said, no longer able to see anything at all. If my vision was going, that meant time was running out. I had so many more theories to test! Oh yes, and I was meant to be getting married.

			‘What is it?’ Arabella asked me.

			‘Some tepid water to cool the silver before it’s installed would be terribly helpful, when you have a moment.’

			I heard her gasp, and then nothing.

			‘Arabella?’ I said. ‘Jem? Are you still there?’

			Something pressed down hard on my chest, and I fell helplessly into a swoon.


			
Chapter Four

			I awoke fully clothed, with all my corset segments laced together and my blue silk dress sewn back into place. Before I sat up I automatically groped around beside me for the spare engine. 

			‘Arabella replaced it for you,’ said Mother, who stood at my side. ‘Your decency was left to me.’

			I sat up gingerly and checked my fingers. They were pink. ‘Everything seems to be in order.’

			‘We did it!’ Jem said loudly.

			I grinned at him. ‘Huzzah for brass and Britain!’

			Mother sighed loudly. ‘It really is cluttered in here. I don’t know how you can stand it.’

			‘Really?’ I glanced at the pile of smashed glass and twisted metal behind my main workbench. ‘You’re concerned about the mess right now?’

			Harry appeared at the door, his face grey. The laughter between the rest of us died before he opened his mouth. ‘I’m terribly sorry.’

			‘What is it?’ I asked, sitting up to face him properly. ‘It can’t possibly be as serious as a valve malfunction.’

			He shook his head without meeting my eye. ‘The police are here, Miss Muchamore. What shall I tell them?’

			Mother broke in: ‘Tell them there’s been a misunderstanding, and we thank them for their concern.’

			‘I already tried that, but they wouldn’t leave. They have a description of the necklace. I beg your pardon, but I don’t think the police are willing to keep our…legal proceedings…hidden a second time.’

			I reached out for Mother, drawing her close to me. ‘How long was I unconscious?’

			‘Only a moment,’ she lied, barely glancing at me. 

			My eyes filled with tears. ‘I’ve lost Ambrose forever. We’re ruined.’

			‘No we’re not,’ said Arabella in a small voice.

			‘Yes,’ said Mother, patting at her misbehaving hair. ‘We are.’ She took my face in two cold hands. ‘My darling Emmeline, I’m so sorry. I should have thought of something useful to do long ago, before it came to this. It shames me that I let you bear all the weight of saving us.’

			‘Someone in this house had to value respectability over science,’ I said. ‘And it clearly wasn’t going to be any of us.’

			She kissed my cheeks, and we didn’t cry. 

			‘I have to go with them,’ I said, pushing her gently away. ‘Perhaps I can clear up this problem, but you must make me a promise.’

			‘Anything,’ said Mother. ‘It’s time I did my part.’

			Jem and Arabella stood on either side of her, their faces too grave for their years.

			‘Don’t follow me. Whatever happens, let me stand alone at the trial, like Father did. Even if it goes badly…’ My voice shook, and a short burst of steam through my corset’s back vent almost made me lose control, ‘We can’t afford any more scandal. So for my sake, don’t visit me. You can’t help me anymore, but I can still help you.’

			‘That’s not fair!’ Arabella burst out.

			I ignored her, picking up the half-empty jar of potassium to slip it into one of the hidden pockets in my skirt, checking as I did so that the inner seal was still holding. 

			Mother straightened her back. ‘Just in case, we should pack you a bag. If the worst happens…’

			I glanced at her. We both knew I’d never return. She was absolutely right. Even if my belongings were taken by other prisoners or by further misfortune or disgrace, I had to try to take something useful with me. 

			‘Harry, have Mary pack my things at once—dresses, unmentionables, my good wrenches, and plenty of oil. Oh! And Father’s broken pocketwatch.’ He left without a word. ‘Mother, you understand our financial situation, don’t you? You understood all along.’

			She bit her lip. ‘There has to be something I can do.’

			‘Look after Jem and Arabella. You’re the only one left who can.’

			She straightened up, unconsciously activating her own pair of Superior-Inferior Heels for even greater height. ‘You are a Muchamore, and no mistake,’ she murmured. ‘Come back to me safely.’

			‘When this is over, I will. I promise.’

			I walked up the stairs to my arrest, knowing I’d made a promise I couldn’t possibly keep. The guilt made me hate Mother for a moment, but only a moment. Then it simply became a part of me, with all the rest.

			Three of the white clockwork rats leapt for me and buried themselves inside the pockets of my skirt. I didn’t have the heart to shake them out. Father and I used to build their artificial parts together, but that was a long time ago now. He was dead because of me, and now the rest of my family had another scandal on my account. I’d worked hard to make up for my part in Father’s death, but this new debt meant I’d left them worse off than ever. It would be impossible to help them at all from gaol, but at least I could separate them from my toxic influence.

			Mary stood by the front door with my loaded portmanteau, weeping helplessly. ‘Speak to Mother about your pay,’ I told her. ‘She knows everything, knew it all along.’

			‘Miss Muchamore!’ she said, and dissolved into sobs. ‘It ain’t right, all this! And you’re just a girl. You should tell the truth to the judge. He’ll understand you had to do it.’

			‘Speak publicly about Father, and our lost money, and my heart? No Mary. That wouldn’t do at all.’

			‘But—’

			‘Take care of them, won’t you?’ I said, despising the note of begging that crept into my voice. ‘You mustn’t let them come and see me, do you hear?’

			I tugged the portmanteau from her limp fingers and walked out the open door. My fingers gripped the handle of the bag as if was all the home I had left—which of course it was.

			Two policemen stood waiting for me, inhumanly tall in their varnished leather helmets. An air of quiet menace hung around them, and I realised we were the centre of attention for the entire street. It was eerily calm, with no sound but the endless dripping of the rain. Even the horses were silent, staring at the road with water running from their manes.

			‘Wait!’ called Arabella. She hurried out of the door with my Probability Parasol and thrust it into my spare hand. 

			‘Thank you.’ I kissed her goodbye, knowing I’d never see her again. A part of me was selfish enough to hope she’d disregard all sense and decency and visit me in my cell. But I felt sure that when the first heat of grief faded, she’d be clever enough to know better. I’d carefully taught her to hide her true feelings—too well, perhaps. ‘Now go back inside, for me.’

			She shook her head fiercely, and for a moment I saw a little girl unwilling to lose yet another family member. Emotional displays were for the poor and the foreign—or so I’d thought. It appeared Arabella wasn’t as receptive to my teaching as I’d supposed. I was both annoyed and grateful.

			Steam hissed from my back vent and dissolved into the thin rain. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and I was grateful for the rain’s disguise. Faithful British weather. I turned away from her deliberately and stepped into the police carriage without looking back.

			Lace curtains twitched all up and down the street, and I wished Belgravia was as discreet as we all pretended to be. As the police carriage splashed off down the road, all the coster-mongers renewed their shouting in raucous chorus. Arabella’s sobs followed me down the street. My fate was sealed, and if she insisted on maintaining her relationship with me, her fate was little better. I had to stop her maintaining her association with me—somehow.

			The policemen sat facing me, their thick hands on their knees. One of them was old enough to attempt a moustache but not old enough to succeed. He cleared his throat. ‘We’re sorry, Miss Muchamore.’

			‘Thank you,’ I whispered, then gasped indelicately as one of the rats nipped me on the leg, its teeth barely blunted by the layers of fabric. Suddenly I realised I’d completely forgotten to put on gloves. Mother would be horrified if she knew. 

			‘Are you all right?’ asked the young man.

			‘Quite.’ I stared out the window to conceal my discomfort, drinking in the familiar view while I still could. 

			We rattled peacefully by Green Park, but as we turned the corner the view from my window filled with tiny shacks piled one on top of another up the hill. Above them all, high and dry for repairs, was a vast American clipper with its sails furled and its green copper belly glistening in the rain. Under the clipper’s bowsprit, a pack of boys in short pants chased one another up and down across the bark and tile rooftops, shrieking with laughter as they ducked under strings of dripping washing and leapt over miniature gardens fenced in wrought iron. I wondered who Jem would have become if we’d grown up in that street instead of our own.

			‘Potatoes!’ yelled a man at my window, displaying rotten teeth in a face like a badly tanned hide. ‘Hot boiled potatoes, half a penny!’

			I shrank back, and we passed him by. My heart ticked on, and I attached Father’s unwound pocketwatch to my bodice before the policemen noticed the incongruous sound. Their faces weren’t familiar to me, so I presumed they had no idea of my secret. I tried and failed to compose myself with silent prayer. God’s presence gave me no comfort now. I’d left Him with my family in Belgravia.

			‘What’s going to happen to me?’ I asked the younger man.

			‘Depends if you’re guilty or innocent,’ the other said quickly, fingering his truncheon. ‘Although, if you produce the stolen goods you may get mercy.’

			‘And if I can’t?’

			‘With two witnesses against you, you’ll be thrown in with the canting crew for sure. It’s lucky you packed your things.’

			Did prison wardens make a distinction between the gentry and the criminal class, or had I become a fallen woman so abruptly? Were fallen women still wearing metal corsets this season?

			‘Don’t be so frightened,’ said the younger policeman. ‘You’ll not dance the caper this week. No one likes to hang a woman, especially a pretty mort like you.’

			It hadn’t occurred to me that I might be executed for my crime. The new information wasn’t comforting. 

			Outside the window I caught a glimpse of the elegant suspension cables of Hungerford Bridge. The notion of Ambrose reporting against me with his mother was almost too much to bear. I wanted to faint, but there was no time to waste. Minutes ticked by as I tried to think of some way to preserve Arabella’s reputation now that my own was ruined. 

			We rode on past the neat stone arches of Waterloo Bridge, and I wished I’d had a chance to discuss its caissons with Ambrose. But he was Mr Dawes again now, and always would be. 

			I wrinkled my nose involuntarily. Even the rain couldn’t mask the stench of human waste and tallowed industry rising from the Thames. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe as little as possible. Had Mary packed me a handkerchief? I didn’t know. More importantly, how could I prevent Arabella’s visits to me, her criminal sister? My strengthening desire to see her wasn’t helping one bit.

			We continued up The Strand in silence, and stopped on the wooden road outside the towering classical columns of the Old Bailey. Inside, a man I’d never met would decide whether to send me back home, to prison, or to eternity. 

			A crowd blocked the street, and at first I thought Mrs Dawes had gathered them in order to provide further humiliation for me, outdoing her own gossip-mongering reputation for this special occasion. It wasn’t true, however; the crowd milled about Newgate Prison, wailing their grief or laughter as several hunched and blinking prisoners were escorted onto a queue of navy carriages. They were being sent away from sweet Britain forever. Some would already be marked as dead in the records, and the rest might as well be similarly dismissed. Rain fell unnoticed on their bowed heads.

			The policemen hustled me inside the courtroom, where I was surrounded suddenly by polished wood and a dark sea of frock-coats. My blue silk was damp and one of my crinoline wheels caught in the fabric, making my skirts tip sideways. One of my policemen held a hissed conversation with a red-clad soldier while the other watched me. As I wondered why I was taken straight to court instead of a holding cell, I realised that my policemen had skipped the queue for me; saving me from prolonged disgrace as well as they could. My name still protected me—a little. 

			Before I could thank them for their pains I was hustled into the dock to defend my case. It was simple enough: I was accused of assault and theft and asked if I was guilty. Sickened at the possibility that Ambrose might be forced to testify in person against me, I admitted I had indeed snatched the necklace. 

			The judge asked me to produce the item and go free, but I was unable to either obey him or explain my disobedience. If I confessed publicly to the truth of my brass heart, our family name would be synonymous with mad science and bloody experimentation, regardless of my opinions on the matter, which had never counted for anything. 

			So I held my tongue, and I received the sentence of seven years in Brixton Prison with true British stoicism. Even my heart didn’t give me away. 

			The judge asked if I had anything further to add. 

			I blinked in shock, recognising the hooded eyes beneath his grey wig for the first time. He’d given me boiled sweets when he’d visited our home with a bevy of other judges. That was years and years ago, when men had gathered in our drawing room to discuss the discreet management of Father’s execution. Not one of them ever listened to my defiant claims of health, but he had been kinder than the rest.

			I had one chance to save Arabella. 

			‘Your Honour!’ I called out, and he motioned for me to speak. ‘I’ve brought disgrace to my family’s name today. Please send me away with those poor souls getting transported outside. Let London’s good society know I’ll never return, and let my family have no choice but to forget me.’

			He paused in the act of lowering his gavel. ‘Is this a plea for mercy or further punishment?’

			‘Both, Your Honour.’

			He consulted with a brace of clerks, and I held my breath. 

			‘Very well,’ he said at last. ‘There’s always room for one more on those ships, which makes them a better place for our newest reprobate than the cells. Send her with them, on my order.’

			After a flurry of paperwork, two soldiers took me out the great doors into the wet chaos of the street. I realised what I’d done and began to shake. Would the judge mark me down as transported, or deceased? Some chose the latter description, and it was true enough. Leaving London was death, as far as I was concerned. Arabella couldn’t find me in Hades, and that was all that mattered. 

			In the privacy of my own mind, I admitted I was scared. I didn’t want to go. Not to gaol, not to some distant shore. I didn’t want that living death; forgotten entirely yet still alive. But it was too late to change my fate now.

			Three clockwork rats dug their claws into my legs through my crinoline underskirts. I hoped they didn’t damage the cloth. There was no chance I’d be able to buy another.

			One of the soldiers hauled my portmanteau. I tried to smile at him in thanks, but he wasn’t looking at me. He shoved the crowd aside, using my goods as a battering ram. Since it was half-filled with scraps of metal and the steel Probability Parasol (designed to protect its bearer in the probable event of a gentleman becoming overly familiar), it worked handily.

			In moments I was crammed into an overpopulated carriage that stunk of fish and sweat. I was a brand new member of the dirty, hideous criminal class that any lady knows to loathe and fear. Did that mean I loathed and feared myself?

			With a muffled crack of whips my journey to unknown lands began.


			
Chapter Five

			‘I’m Lizzie,’ said a pale face in the stifling dark. ‘From the fish-gutting girls. And more recently from the King’s Head Inn for my pickpocketing skills. What are you in for?’

			‘I suppose I’m a thief,’ I said, becoming dizzy as the air in the carriage was used up by too many throats. 

			‘Perfect!’ she said, and I wondered if she was quite sane. I’d been crammed into a carriage with a madwoman. Given our mutual destination, it was entirely possible she was dangerous. She bounced on her sliver of seat, making the thick-set fellow beside her grunt in anger. He was much more likely to be dangerous, now I thought about it. Lizzie might be a criminal, but she didn’t strike me as dangerous to anyone but herself.

			By necessity, I carried my portmanteau clasped in both my arms, standing on its end on my lap. As the lack of oxygen grew worse, I felt my valves open wider to compensate. Arabella and Jem had done fine work, and I had a feeling Mrs Dawes’s necklace enjoyed its new position in my heart. Silver had excellent taste, and expressed itself by functioning well or badly depending on whether it liked its owner.

			‘I’m going to be rich, you know!’ Lizzie said.

			‘Congratulations?’

			‘Don’t you know where we’re going?’

			I shook my head, realised she couldn’t see me in the crush, and answered in the negative.
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