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CHAPTER ONE:
A CITY OF MEN

Saturday.

Dawn brought a new day to London, but the sun
did not shine. For as long as Jack King could remember,
Pendragon Bridge had been closed for restoration,
allowing only pedestrians to cross the river. Construction
was the only constant in the city. On the other side, a
small section of still-charred ruins of the Palace of
Westminster remained as a public monument to what
the people had almost lost in the riot years ago. To him, it
served as a damning reminder that his crusade to protect
the Realm was more important than ever before.

A legion of well-dressed gentlemen, clad in dark suits,
was ready for another day of policy and hurried along
the bridge like a torrent of black water. As he crossed,
he watched men beneath him erect merchant tents on
the Thames, which rippled like castle standards in a gale.
The frigid winter that year had finally made good on
its threat to freeze the river over. London held a Frost
Faire, the first in a generation. It was an unprecedented
celebration. The city’s fathers and sons had turned out for
the festivities. But King had nothing to celebrate.

Six days a week, as Big Ben struck seven, a shrill
siren would pierce the capital, warning those fortunate
enough to afford iron lungs that the air was now too
acidic to breathe. Vendors crowded the street, selling
metal canisters filled with breathable air, a golden ichor
for the lungs, their voices hoarse and relentless with
well-practised promises of longer, healthier lives. The
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unceasing roar of South London’s industry billowed fetid
smog from mile-high smokestacks, choking the capital
with the stench of burning coal and sulphur. As the
hour drew near, King reached into his coat and covered
his eyes with protective goggles he habitually fitted too
tightly against his face, numbing his cheeks through lack
of circulation. The industrial poison always proved too
much for his sensitive eyes.
One had to be tough to live in London.

%

Monday.

The LMS Othello was a beautiful sight, an iron
leviathan layered in black soot. The bestial prison train
from the north loomed at Mansfield Station, exhaling
steam and malice into the misty London morning. To
Jack King, it was more than just mere machinery. It was
a symbol: a dark, gleaming testament to the still-beating
heart of the Compliance Act-- a law that had finally
brought order back to England.

Jack stood statuesque, unfazed by the cold and
his body’s growing restlessness that tugged at the
hems of his heavily starched grey uniform. The other,
weaker men from Marlowe House’s southern branch
fidgeted and stamped their boots against the chill
of the exposed platform in a poor attempt to keep
warm. They were a sorry lot, squirming in their place,
yearning to be anywhere else. But to Jack, work was a
privilege, a noble obligation that demanded a quieter,
more disciplined loyalty. It was an honour to serve
his country.
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With a pop and a hiss, the machine’s accordion-
styled doors folded apart, releasing a wave of black-clad
Marlowe agents on to the platform. They marched their
prisoners forward with unspeakable callousness, as one
would hurry livestock through pens to the slaughter--
pushing and shoving, throwing them down on to the
stone floor. But in the eyes of England, their prisoners
were considered lower than livestock. After all, meat
served a purpose. It filled bellies. Fed soldiers.

What was brought to London were dissenters, traitors
of the Realm.

Scores of women had been transported from
Birmingham to his city for advanced interrogations. Any
or all were suspected of being Broken Brides, each possibly
harbouring secrets worthy of the violence needed to pry
them free. But it was a paltry collection. It was as if the
North had just delivered corpses to Mansfield Station.

No, he reconsidered. They were more like coins worn
smooth from a thousand transactions.

Jack wondered if they had any secrets left to tell.
Birmingham seemed to have already been quite thorough.

Solomon Church arrived late, bearing Jack a predatory
smile as he joined him-- an involuntary response
designed to disarm all his prey.

Jack tensed at his presence. The man stood a little too
close for comfort.

Church’s skin was the colour of the Thames; his
existence an aura of casual cruelty born from the
backroom justice of South London. The man led
Hammer Division: Marlowe House’s equivalent to
divine punishment and had all the subtlety of the blunt
instrument of its namesake.
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“Northern Branch’s been naughty again,” Church
said, his voice an insolent curl of smoke in the air, thick
with the stench of clove cigarettes. “Hardly sporting, this
round. My men will be bored.”

He eyed an aged woman queuing up with the others,
barely able to stand.

“Christ, would you look at that one. I should put a
bullet in her right now. Save myself the paperwork.”

Jack knew it was hardly a jest.

Both men paused to watch a figure shuffle towards
them-- a northern agent whose petite frame was swallowed
by a comically oversized winter coat. As he raised his head,
gaslight accentuated an oily streak across his spectacles. In
his gloved hand, he clenched a stack of paperwork.

“Where is Commander West?” the figure asked.

“On assignment. I'm presiding over the handover,”
Jack returned, straightening his shoulders.

With a shrug, the little fellow handed Jack the
manifest in a hastened bid to rid himself of London. The
city smelled heavily of sulphur. “Sign here,” he ordered,
pointing to the bottom of the page. “Initial here, and
here,” he finished, flipping over to the second page.

King signed in triplicate.

With a satisfied nod, the man from Northern Branch
gathered the paperwork. “They’re all yours”

“I imagine next time you’ll bring us bodies in coffins
to interrogate,” Church bit. The man’s smile faltered.

“As if wed waste the wood,” the man quipped,
vanishing into a wall of steam engine mist like a rodent
retreating into the walls of a crumbling house.

Jack gave the prisoners one last inspection before
processing and followed the line until he found the aged
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woman from before. While the other women stared at
the ground in resignation, her pale eyes met his with
such abhorrent loathing that he looked away.

“Right,” Church said, turning towards his men, “shall
we carry on then? Fingers won't break themselves.”

The enemies of England were sorted into queues
stretching the length of the platform and left to shiver
in the cold. Each woman down the line was met with
a burlap sack pulled over her head and iron shackles
binding her hands and feet.

It never mattered how defiant a dissenter was; Jack
knew she wouldn't resist Hammer Division for long.

None of them ever did.

%%

Wednesday.

King pulled back the linen sheet, damp with snow,
and looked upon the wretched thing sprawled across
the sodden shore. It was a bleak morning made worse
by the discovery on the bank of the Thames. Through
the scratched lenses of his plague mask, his green eyes
took in the bloated, fleshy corpse, the skin marbled with
a spectrum of veins blackened by foul blood. What the
putrid water had not ravaged, the seagulls had taken. Its
hollow sockets beheld London with a deathly gaze. Its
long blonde hair lay as lifeless as the body clumped in
the black sand.

He had investigated bodies before, but this
monstrosity had both male and female genitalia. This
woman-- no, this man. Whatever it was, King knew it
was a slight against mankind.
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The London Sun called it the Hermaphroditus
Morbus, a plague of both genders. Others believed the
contaminated water was turning Londoners inside out.
The mystery was another phantasm haunting his beloved
city, stirring once more with civil unrest.

But the crime was not his concern.

He was not in the employ of the Metropolitan Police.
Jack King served an agency above them. Above even
the military. The constables along the bank eyed him as
uneasily as the body at his feet, some with set jaws, others
in fear of the rumours he could make anyone disappear.
But they understood their place.

Jack King was part of Marlowe House: a shadow society
tasked with enforcing the Compliance Act by any means
necessary. The sovereignty of women was his jurisdiction.

The only reason why he was on the shore that morning
was for the bi-gender.

His superiors didn't care about what lay before him,
only if it had ties to The Broken Brides.

It was only ever about The Broken Brides.

“A vagrant boy reported the body, guv;” a constable
offered, stepping away from the others dotted along the
shore. The hardened man fidgeted with the brass buttons
on his tunic, doing whatever he could to avoid looking at
what lay before him. But there was no escaping the putrid
stench of decay. “Not before the wee bastard charged a
shilling for a looksie.”

“How many did he show?”

“He had nearly a pound of coins in his pockets when
he found him.”

King shook his head in disgust. “Find them. Arrest
them all;” Jack ordered, his voice a flat growl muffled
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by the beak of his mask. The command snapped every
plodder along the riverbank from the deformity’s spell.
“We need to control this before it creates a panic”

Overhead, the sky cracked with a flash. King glanced up.

Journalists, scavengers of grief, had already gathered on
the bridge above, their lenses hungrily capturing what should
never be made public. The mask did well to hide his scowl
as he spotted the eaters-of-the-dead scrambling for another
photograph of the body through the London pollution.

“Detain the press,” he raged, hastily covering the
corpse with the sheet. “Destroy their cameras. If this
thing finds its way onto any front page, I will hold
everyone here accountable”

“Yes, sir;” they chorused in unison.

But Marlowe House’s Hammer Division was already
at work.

From a distance, it looked almost graceful, the way
specks of cameras and men sailed over the railing and
shattered against the ice.

First, the cameras.

Then, the men.

The screams were brief.

Nothing survived the fall.

“Silencing the press will only incite them,” warned
Crowin Frost, King’s senior partner, who had finally
returned from surveying the northern bank. His calm
tone carried years of authority. The man was old England,
born in the century before. In his eyes, Jack was a child,
desperate for validation.

Frost peered down the long beak of his own plague mask.

“Our time will not last forever. Even the all-powerful
Marlowe House will one day answer for its actions.”
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They both glanced toward the smears dotting the
ice—what had once been Englishmen, now spreading
slowly outward like crimson petals.

“And I fear history will not be kind to us”

“A small price for peace,” Jack returned.

Frost dismissed the notion. “Peace? Stability, perhaps.”
And he left it at that.

Jack continued, “I will ensure tonight’s edition of
the London Sun will report it as a tragic accident on
Traitor’s Bridge. Precious lives lost. Tomorrow will be a
citywide day of mourning. I'll even have the Met send
wreaths to their families-- whatever it takes to bury the
Hermaphroditus Morbus and keep the peace”

Frost tightened his shark-skinned trench against a
sudden spray of icy rain. He stared at the blots of people
on the ice. “Peace,” he murmured, almost as if reciting a
prayer. “Wouldn’t that be something”

“Mister Frost?”

“I...no, it’s nothing”

The aged man frowned under his mask. He removed
his pen from his jacket pocket and prised open the body’s
mouth, already agape from rigor mortis, searching for
nothing in particular. A silverfish scurried out from
beneath the tongue and into the light, only to find the
bottom of King’s boot.

“The Compliance Act,” Frost said quietly, “has taken
much from our country”

He paused.

“We must not let it rob us of our humanity as well”

%
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A black saloon idled across the street, its frame
trembled under the rumble of its engine, pumping
exhaust into the air-- another poisonous note to London’s
already heavy grey orchestra. Somewhere behind the
soot-streaked skyline, the sun tried and failed to exist.

“Are we not leaving for headquarters together?”
King asked. There was no attempt to disguise the
disappointment in his voice.

“No, I've been assigned to assist with the post-mortem
this afternoon, but I will see you tomorrow night. Formal
dress,” Frost reminded him, his voice hardening slightly.
“And do not be late. The Coupling Ball is mandatory.”

Helingered a moment longer, watching the procession
of black saloons dissolve into the city’s labyrinth.

King removed his plague mask and stowed it away in
the boot of his own car; the vehicle’s once sleek, black
finish now seemed permanently stained by the grime of
a corrosive city. He ran an uncalloused hand through
his sandy, sweat-matted hair, an almost boyish gesture
that felt out of place in a man who had just seen a horror
brought by the dawn.

“I should join you,” he said. “To observe”

A third voice cut through the quiet of the riverbank,
one neither welcomed nor mistaken, London’s monster
hidden under every child’s bed.

“I'm afraid you’ll have to wait until tomorrow night
to get your jollies,” drawled Mister Church. His crooked
smile tugged wider on one side. His grievous, brown eyes
assailed the young agent of Marlowe House with an ugly,
upspoken history. “The adults have work to do.”

The man was scarcely a year older than King, yet
something ancient and festering lived behind his manic
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gaze, like a soul that had already worn through too
many lives.

“Solomon,” Frost said coldly, refusing the pretence
of civility.

“Mister Frost,” the bastard returned, touching a gloved
hand to his heart in parody. “Did you enjoy the show?”

“Your actions on the bridge. Your barbarism knows
no bounds,” Frost reprimanded.

“Youre welcome. London is saved yet again by my
intervention” Church’s teeth flashed merrily in the
shadow of the buildings. “In my defence,” he quickly
added, smirking, “T wasn't their killer. It was the sudden
stop at the end that did them in”

King scowled as the man rolled whole peanuts in his
palm, crushed the shells, and popped their innards into
his mouth.

“Hello again, Jack,” Church said, completely void
of enthusiasm.

“It's Mister King,” he bit. Despite Solomon’s command
over Hammer Division, it was still a rank below his. But
the dark-skinned man did not merely see himself as
Jack’s equal, but also his better.

“The press told me you found yourselves a looker.
Well, that is, right before they each had a little slip and
fall,” the man jested as he chewed. “I never get the pretty
ones. Was she still warm to the touch, Mister King? Will
Frost save you some of the best bits for later?”

“Careful, Solomon,” Frost warned, low and dangerously.

Church shrugged, as if no warning in the world could
touch him.

The frigid London air seemed to thicken between them,
heavy with something unspoken. Something inevitable.
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Jacks Wellington home was scant and sterile.
The dying light pooled across the loose floorboards,
touching everything and blessing nothing. The cherry-
red Westinghouse wireless in the corner crackled to life,
forever tuned to the single government channel, spilling
Charles Atwater’s stately broadcast of optimism and
staunch loyalty into the homes of King and Country.
That evening, like every day before it, he urged the Realm
to remain steadfast as it rebuilds in these trying times.

News of a devastating fire at All Hollows drifted
through the flat; several human remains had been found
in the rubble. No doubt Marlowe House’s Dante Division
had uncovered dissidents sheltering in the church and
razed it to the ground. Dante, along with Hammer,
cleansed the city the way one cleanses a festering wound:
by amputation.

King’s tuxedo jacket hung like a relic on the back of
his door. He stood before the mirror, murmuring the
steps of tying a dickie bow under his breath.

“Over, under, pull through,” he repeated, struggling
with the bone-white bow tie left behind by his father.

His mother was the one who taught him. His father
never had cause to wear it.

After thirty minutes, he was finished. It was crooked,
but tied.

He poured himself a heavy measure of gin as a reward,
downed it quickly, then crossed to the hearth where the
fire was fading. Absent-mindedly, he set the empty glass
upon his copy of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man,
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a gift from Frost after their first raid together. The book
had lain untouched for years. Service to England left him
little time for such things as recreation.

It was the coldest autumn he could remember. He
rekindled the fire and opened the window to water the
sunflowers on the sill. Seeing frost gathering on the
delicate petals, he gently harvested them, dusted away
the soil, clipped their roots, and wrapped the stalks
lovingly in a red cloth.

Before closing the window, he filled his lungs with the
chill air. The contrast between the hearth heat of the fire
and autumn cold was why he loved that time of the year.

The fire sputtered weakly against the dark.

He had received only one letter that month, a
correspondence from Jeffery Ott, a Beefeater who had
been a fierce friend of his late father during the war. They
had been locked in a game of chess for nearly a year, and
Jack had yet to win a game.

Withaflick of theletter opener, he unfolded the parchment.

Qf2+ Kcl.

He frowned. He knew he would be mated in three
moves; now it was assured.

Jack approached his chessboard; its pieces intricately
carved from Indian ivory and moved Jeffery’s white
queen to capture his knight.

The game would be over by Christmas.

“Thank you, and good night;” Charles Atwater signed off.

The flat fell quiet once more, save for the faint crackle
of the burning wood.
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