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The aethered wheel makes another turn in The House of Storms.
~

How does steampunk end?
  

It's a question that is seldom pondered. At this point
"steampunk", whatever that may be, has thoroughly
disarticulated itself from all historical concerns, becoming yet
another mirror in which we of 2012 AD may gaze and
contemplate our refined morality. But speaking solely for
myself, I find the concept of steampunk's mortality a
compelling one. Steampunk is, at heart, a window back to
the earliest days of science fiction, a snapshot of the twilight
Edwardian world, where the shape of the 20th century was
still indistinct, hidden behind a veil. The moment steampunk
ends, the moment that arcadia is revealed to be an illusory
Eden, is the moment when that great iron shape of the
future, the "classic" modern world, parts the clouds and
takes command for all time.

  
Or so it says.

  
To document all instances of this transition in all of science fiction would extend far
beyond the scope of this review, but naming a few titles would prove useful. It has
appeared as subtext in Stephen Baxter's Anti-Ice, when a tale of Victorian antimatter
engineering and interplanetary sojourns ends in the grim spectacle of an ersatz nuclear
arms race across imperial Europe. A heavily metaphorical iteration appeared in Richard
Calder's Babylon as neo-Gothic urban fantasy gave way to darker things, and in Michael
Swanwick's Jack Faust. Despite setting his world in the midst of the First World War,
Scott Westerfeld's Leviathan trilogy avoids the question entirely. Probably the most
unique version of this phase-change can be found in Dexter Palmer's The Dream of
Perpetual Motion, which envisions an Edisonian metropolis transforming over a handful
of decades into the sort of disedifying corporate and bureaucratic topia that all of us
reading this page are intimately familiar with. The House of Storms, written back in
2005, is another work of science fantasy that deals with this transition, albeit in a
manner that is dissatisfying yet, somehow, rather appropriate.

  
The House of Storms is Ian R. MacLeod's sequel to his 2003 novel The Light Ages.
Fortunately, it is the best kind of sequel: one that takes place decades after the original
book and features none of the original cast. (One or two characters and some locations
from the first book are referenced in the second, while Robert Borrows himself, the
narrator of the first novel, has vanished into the mists of time.) It is not a narrative
sequel, but rather a thematic one, one meant to resolve issues that had been raised in
the first book that were never resolved. 
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Indeed, at the outset, it seems that the world of England c. 90 of the Year of Light has
changed little from the previous book set nearly a century earlier. The great trade
guilds still hold sway over the land, and the nebulous aether which has wrenched
history out of its tracks and into an endless loop is as it ever was. However, there are
some subtle differences. Electricity, the revolutionary hope of a previous age, has been
domesticated and integrated into daily life. Through it, England has received the gifts of
a telephone network and of mechanical "reckoning engines" which allow capital to flow
all the more freely. Even more significantly, international trade is slowly returning to
the west coast of England.

  
The novel opens with Alice Meynell, wife of the greatgrandmaster of the powerful
Telegrapher's Guild (and the true power behind the throne) arriving with her son Ralph
at Invercombe, a great rambling manor home by the sea in southwest England, not far
from Bristol. For Alice, Invercombe is the final leg of a long journey. As a child, Ralph
was stricken with tuberculosis, and for years he and Alice traveled across Europe,
searching for some sort of remedy. At Invercombe, with its fresh sea air, the hope
exists for Ralph's condition to somehow improve. For Alice, the hope of Invercombe is
also due to its proximity to Einfell, the secluded home for changelings, men warped by
aether who are said to work miracles.

  
For a reader familiar with The Light Ages, the style of the first half of The House of
Storms is somewhat jarring. While the first book evocative of 19th-century realism in a
way that led many critics to compare it to the works of Dickens, the second book
seems to fuse elements of Gothic romance into a realistic narrative. Invercombe itself
is richly textured, with its endless unread libraries, its fruit-bearing gardens, its long-
forgotten prototype telephone relay, and its gilded weatherdome that subtly keeps the
house within its own personal microclimate. It is as much a symbol as it is a setting, a
symbol of the grandeur and the stasis of the guilds and of the England they have
forged. And for us, the readers, it is impossible to read of Invercombe and not be
reminded of the Edwardian sunset of popular imagination.

  
The influence of the Gothic extends into the characters as well, particularly into Alice
Meynell herself. Alice is really a departure for MacLeod; in old interviews he has
described her as his attempt at creating a traditional villain. While her internal
monologue sketches an outline of her ambitious nature, having risen from
impoverished nobility to become one of the most powerful people in England due to her
beauty and her cunning, her actions and reminisces complete a portrait of someone
consumed by the sociopathic hunger for power. In the course of the story she
assassinates several characters who seem to impede her plans in some way, and she is
possessed of a terrible vanity and desire for immortality that leads to dangerous
experiments with aether and the telephone network. And yet, her motives are
somewhat elusive. There is boundless personal appetite that are actions are meant to
sate, it is true, but her actions are always framed as necessary for the well-being of
Ralph, the Telegrapher's Guild, or both. There is often a sense that Alice does not fit
into the book; she is so far removed from the typical MacLeodian character that she
distorts the story, like a rogue jovian planet careening through a solar system. Perhaps
her role is best understood as another symbol; while Invercombe represents all the
wise and good things that the guilds have brought to England, Alice is the grasping,
malevolent force that allows those things to exist.

  
Of course, there is more to the novel than Alice. Ralph, as he struggles with his
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recovery and the trials of adolescence, begins to grow into what could, potentially,
become a Gothic hero. Of course, given that this is an Ian R. MacLeod novel, traditional
heroism is out of the question. Rather, it is a case of his attempt to become a being
separate of his mother and his guild. He beings a study of nature, in due course
becoming a study of the adaptation of species. He falls in love with Marion Price, a local
beachcomber hired by Alice as a maid, who provides for her family however she can
and who grows to share Ralph's interests.

  
Through Marion and Alice, MacLeod draws a path into the nature of Bristol, a city that
become the third pole of his alternative England. While Bracebridge was an exemplar of
the machine-clogged and long-suffering North, and London was a glittering pyramidal
edifice of finance and power, Bristol is a monument to trade. Filled with gaudy, coral-
encrusted aethered buildings, endless warehouses, and bustling dockyards, Bristol is
one of England's few open windows to the outside world. The city is also the center of a
nascent commercial empire; the wealth of the city's elites is built on the sugar trade
with the Fortunate Isles (or as we would know the region, the Caribbean), and few of
the city take much issue with the practice of buying and selling bondsmen from Africa,
much to the disgust of visitors from London. Indeed, as the novel progresses it
becomes increasingly difficult for the East and the West of England to see eye to eye on
any matter. Disputes rise over smuggling, the interference of customs officials, over
slavery and artificial sweetener.

  
As the first part of the novel ends, as the calendar ticks on to Year 100 of the Age of
Light, there is a quiet sense of another change of times, of new opportunities that are
within grasp. However, it is not to be. Ralph and Marion are separated, their plans for
escape to the Fortunate Isles discarded. A great smuggling operation organized by the
elites of Bristol fails. Invercombe is contaminated with aether and is abandoned. There
is a baby. At the center of it all sits Alice Meynell, keeping her hand on the till and the
ship of the nation sailing as it always has.

  
The next part of the novel is a short interstitial section meant to introduce a new
character, Klade. The child of Ralph and Marion, he was abandoned then bought and
taken to Einfell, the refuge of the changelings, to be raised by them. Klade's story is
another departure for MacLeod, for it is the first time a changeling narrator (or, rather,
a human boy raised by changeling) has taken center stage. In The Light Ages and in
the first part of The House of Storms, they were objects of superstitious fear and
hatred to be used as tools or kept out of sight by the people of England. To readers and
reviewers, they were symbols for industrial workers wounded and killed by the dangers
of their jobs. But here, through Klade, another picture emerges, one of a new form of
life, one whose minds operate more according to sensation than rational thought. They
are closer to the mysteries of aether than they are to humanity, and as such they
cannot integrate into human society. It is their nature that makes Klade's story a tragic
one, for his nature makes him unable to experience the life of the changelings, but his
education and experience make him unable to understand humanity. For a young man
growing up, the consequences of such a contradiction are tragically predictable.

  
During the interstitial section, there is also news from the wider world. Relations
between London and Bristol continue to degrade. There are accusations, recriminations,
and bodies hanging from streetlights. Arms are stockpiled, and men march in formation
in fields. Finally, on a hot August day in year 114 of the Age of Light, a blast of power
travels through the phone lines from the West to demolish the Dockyard Exchange, the
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financial heart of London. Soldiers are sent west. Units rebel. For the first time in
centuries, war has broken out in England. However, it is not the war of Marston Moor
and Naesby, but of the Somme (and, perhaps, of Antietam, if one were to imagine a
Confederacy that took its cues from New Orleans rather than Atlanta).

  
It is the third year of this war that dominates the final section of the book. In the
twinkling of an eye, all the characters are recast into roles they did not choose and
have little love for. In the West, Marion Price has been transformed into Florence
Nightingale, a crusader who spent the first years of the war organizing the West's
hospital system only to find herself reduced to a propaganda figure. Meanwhile, Ralph
has been clothed in the uniform of Douglas Haig, morosely tramping the mud-caked
front of the Midlands with the Eastern army, trying to ignore the rattle of blood in his
lungs. As for Alice, she is as she always is, though with the aether finally demanding its
payment in kind for the years of use and abuse. However, the war narrative does not
last long. After the initial chapters, a figure from the past, driven mad by the war,
sweeps up Ralph, Marion, and all the dispossessed and lost souls on a great pilgrimage
to Einfell, to Invercombe, to Marion Price The Name rather than Marion Price the
person, to some great, wonderful event that will change everything.

  
It is the end of the book, when the great pilgrimage reaches its destination, that may
prove the most irksome to readers. In one sense, it is a revolution that provides
everything that this alternate England has needed for so long: an end to the war, a
reorganization of society that finally allows the changelings to escape the endless cycle
of persecution and exploitation, and a way to wean mankind of the drug of aether. All
this was implicated as far back as The Light Ages; indeed, The House of Storms
criticizes its predecessor for the makeshift choices of its resolution. There are even
satisfactory conclusions for all the characters, though, once again, MacLeod is smart
enough to know that too much has passed for Ralph and Marion's romance to ever
return. And yet, at the same time, much of the resolution feels capricious. There are
plans and schemes, people waiting for days on end for some unknowable sign, and
people refusing to seize ultimate power out of some melodramatic touch of sympathy.
It's all beautifully written, of course, but it feels so...arbitrary.

  
But maybe that's the point.

  
Maybe, at the end of the day, revolution is not something that can be explained
through structural mechanisms. Or rather, it can be, but only so far. Causes, trends,
shifts of class and nation and race and all the things that make up the collective of
civilization can guide a people to a particular place in space and time, but once they
arrive at that point, all of the framework fades away, if only for a few days, and the
fate of mankind lies in the decisions of a handful of small, limited humans, acting with
what imperfect knowledge they have according to what is right, hoping it will all work
out in the end.

  
And sometimes it is enough.

  
At the end of The House of Storms, it is not certain what will happen to England. There
is new type of age emerging (unlike the previous book, this new age is never named),
and there are hints that England will start to encounter more of the problems we have
wrestled with for so long. But for now, the story of aetheric England, that glittering
industrial arcadia, has come to an end, and the future is wide open. The dragons have
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poked their heads through the clouds, but there is still hope MacLeod's world may ride
them better than we did.
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