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	Introduction

	By Jay Barnson

	 

	 

	W


	e need more steampunk stories.

	Years ago, my wife and daughters dragged me to a steampunk festival. I thought I knew what to expect: Victorian dress, Jules Verne, fantasy and weird/retro science fiction in the mid-to-late 19th century. We passed through the registration line, serenaded by a barbershop quartet, surrounded by incredible costumes and props full of glorious, loving detail and craftsmanship. And some simpler store-bought props customized with glued-on gears.

	I was hooked. The details intrigued me. Every costume, piece of art, or prop had a story behind it, a story locked within the mind of the creator. I wanted to know more. I wanted more steampunk stories.

	Unfortunately, the big publishers hadn’t jumped on the trend, and indie publishing was just coming into its own and hadn’t quite filled the gap. The fantasy genre too often played it safe in contemporary or pseudo-medieval European settings. Steampunk was fresh, interesting, and overflowing with potential, full of stories waiting to be written.

	Besides simply being different, what’s so cool about steampunk?

	The Victorian era (the default but non-exclusive setting-off-point for such things steampunk) was a time of incredible technological revolutions that rocked the world. Electric lights, the telegraph, telephone, and even motion pictures had their origins in this era. Alexander Bain invented the first fax machine, the “electric printing telegraph,” in 1843. The first trans-Atlantic communications cable was completed in 1858, with a more robust system placed in 1865, forever changing intercontinental communication. In aviation, ballooning struggled to advance beyond novelty status, and saw wartime use in the American Civil War. While steam power ruled the world, the internal combustion engine had its debut.

	This was also the era of rapid industrialization, automation, and social change. Advances in medicine, education, and transportation slowly but fundamentally changed the world. Just drawing from history, there were fashions, strange characters, bitter conflicts, religious upheaval, and the rising popularity of spiritualism and seances.

	As a historical setting, that’s all pretty cool and ripe for storytelling. But this is steampunk, so we are just getting started. Take this era of incredible discovery, advancement, and change, and mix it with the truly fantastic. Sprinkle in the spiritualism, pseudoscience, unexplained mysteries, and failed theories of the era. Season with gonzo storytelling, high adventure, military drama, sexy romance, and any number of plausible or implausible “what-ifs” to taste.

	Steampunk is adaptable. Does magic fit? Why not? The wizards might wear top hats rather than pointy caps and study by gaslight rather than candlelight, but they are at home here. How about monsters? Dragons, vampires, mermaids? There are plenty of examples in steampunk. Other worlds? Not uncommon. American Western? Go too far, and you might end up with steampunk’s often darker-themed cousin, “weird west,” but the line is fuzzy and begging to be crossed in either direction. Even modern anachronisms and attitudes don’t require extensive justification. Steampunk isn’t alternate history—it’s the Victorian era with its doors blown off.

	Just as medieval European fantasy gives us classic tropes to work with, much of it out of Arthurian legend, steampunk brings us a treasure trove of its own tropes and ideas just begging to be put to work in a story: Dapper clothing. Clockwork robots. Secret societies. Exploration of the still-uncharted areas of the Earth. Brilliant inventions made of steel, fine wood, and polished brass. Massive steam engines. Seances. Submarines. Time machines. Corsets worn outside the dress.

	And… airships.

	Steampunk loves its airships. 

	And where you have airships, you also have pirates. The buccaneers of the classic 1883 novel Treasure Island easily transition to the steampunk “future” in new and improved vessels for their plundering antics. Airships are a given. Steamships, submarines, and the classic sailing ships are all possibilities. Hell, this is steampunk—we can stick pirates inside giant drilling vessels or in massive projectiles fired at the moon from a cannon if we want.

	The key, in my opinion, is to have fun with it. That was my biggest take-away from that steampunk festival so many years ago. Everyone was having fun and sharing that fun with others.

	I’ll let you in on another secret. Steampunk is just a label. A marketing convenience. There is no requirement for you to fit within whatever bounds someone has placed around it, or to apply any label to it. Free yourself to construct incredible tales full of glorious, loving detail and craftsmanship to share with others.

	Because, no matter what we call them, we need more steampunk stories.

	 

	 


Lotus of Albion

	By Steve Ruskin

	 

	 

	Patrolling the skies over the Himalayas is treacherous. The thin, frigid air and the rough currents make piloting an airship hard enough without the constant threat of airship pirates. When Captain Ian Vanson spots a noble’s derelict pleasure yacht floating high above the Zanskar Valley, he must decide whether to risk his ship and crew to save it. But decisions have consequences, and Vanson’s choice will test his loyalty to his crew, his fealty to the Crown, and ultimately, what he is willing to sacrifice for love.
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	C


	aptain Ian Vanson snapped his spyglass shut and handed it back to his first mate.

	“Looks like a pleasure yacht, don’t it, Captain?” said Olly, shivering in his thin, standard-issue deck coat. “Don’t see many airships like that up here.”

	“Indeed,” said Vanson. “And a posh one, too. But what the hell is it doing this high up in the Himalayas?”

	“Lost, would be my guess,” Olly said, rubbing his red nose. Even though it was almost noon, and the sun was high, it was cold on the deck of the Burma Maiden, at an altitude of nearly seventeen thousand feet. Hard to breathe, too. But this was their last patrol of the year. Soon the winter storms would begin, and all airships of the Royal Fleet would head to lower elevations.

	Already the deck and railings of the Maiden were coated in a layer of frost, and small icicles hung from the rigging. His crew smacked the blue silk balloon envelope with poles at regular intervals to dislodge the crusting ice.

	It was only September, and cold as hell already. So, what was that fancy little airship doing way up here?

	“Probably got blown north once she left the hill towns after vacation season,” Olly mused. “Autumn winds can be rough. She might’ve been spun around in a storm, turned north when they thought they were heading back south to Delhi. Didn’t realize their mistake until the peaks popped out in front of ‘em. Then it was too late. Looks like she’s lost her starboard balloon, and aft rudder.”

	“Hmm,” said Vanson, watching the distant ship drifting in a slow circle, listing slightly to one side. “Surely they’d have a compass? Altimeter?”

	“Maybe caught in a lightning storm. All that ‘lectricity can wreck instruments real good. Seen it myself once. Rode though a nasty squall in a cargo dirigible over the Bay of Bengal. Fried all our navigation. We were adrift for days.”

	Vanson only nodded.

	The airship ahead was an expensive yacht. Built to look like a swan, with carved wings, a curved neck and head at the prow, all floated by a purple silk envelope, now partially deflated. A real beauty, despite its obvious damage. And totally unsuited for flying at this altitude. But she was a British yacht, for sure—festooned with the insignia of Her Majesty’s Empire. A tattered Union Jack snapped fitfully over the aft deck.

	“Can you make out its name?” Olly asked.

	“No,” Vanson replied. “Too far.”

	Whatever the name, she was in dangerous territory. Vanson scanned the afternoon skies nervously. Himalayan peaks and even higher cumulous clouds provided lots of hiding places...

	“She’s adrift, Captain,” said Olly, prodding. “The wind’s got her. A few more leagues and she’ll be over the Zanskar. That’s the Crow’s territory. If we make a grab for her now, we could bring her back with us. Might be a Lord’s yacht, perhaps there’s a reward, or commendation even...”

	“It looks deserted, though. No signs of life.” 

	Vanson hated to risk his own ship and crew over a derelict ship, but it was his job to patrol this part of the border and provide assistance if necessary. So, as always, pride and duty overcame his practicality. “Fine, Olly. Let’s do the honorable thing. The Jade Crow’ll not have her while she flies the Empire’s flag, derelict or not. Engines full steam.”

	“Aye, Captain!”

	Olly turned and barked down a brass speaking tube. “Ahead, twenty knots!” and the Maiden surged forward, Vanson taking the wheel.

	Below, and just ahead, the wide Zanskar valley opened up, dropping twelve thousand feet to a river—little more than a thin ribbon of silver from their height—flowing far below. The damaged yacht was drifting close to a range of high peaks, the summits of which rose still another mile above them, topping out at twenty-three thousand feet.

	Olly had his spyglass out again, scanning.

	“Captain, ship ahead!” he said. Then, after a pause, “Looks like it’s the Crow, sir.”

	There, coming upon the swan-yacht from behind one of the peaks of the Zanskar itself, chugged a huge dirigible. A frigate, with a black wooden hull and a blood-red balloon envelope. It bristled with cannon, a dozen per side.

	The Jade Crow. A pirate airship if ever the term applied.

	Vanson and his crew had seen the Crow before—sometimes alone, sometimes surrounded by its fleet—but always from a safe distance. 

	They never engaged it. That would have been suicide.

	Today it was alone.

	The front of the Crow was decorated with a large jade-green eye on either side of its prow. They gave the ship the effect of a great black bird swooping down on its prey, hence its name—at least among those who feared it. No one knew its real name, and the first time anyone heard of the Crow was when it reportedly downed a Royal Air Fleet freighter over Kabul, tossing the British marines overboard, and then disappearing—along with a flotilla of smaller ships—into the hidden valleys of the Himalayas.

	It was a tale that spread outward to Russia, China and British India like a ripple, keeping those Empires’ fleets on the fringes of the Himalayas, wary and cautious. Soon afterward British India lost contact with its territorial forts in Kashmir and the Punjab. All those subjects...imprisoned? Killed? Sold into slavery?

	Sure, there had always been airship pirates over the Himalayas—but usually small tribal bands who protected their local areas. None of the other Himalayan pirates ever garnered the power or reputation the Crow and its fleet did.

	No one had ever met the captain of the Crow either, at least no one who lived. He kept his mysterious airship hidden among the high peaks and low valleys of the Zanskar and surrounding areas. Actual confrontations with the Crow were legendary for their brutality—if the rumors were even half true, the Crow’s victims were tarred and feathered, set alight, and then tossed overboard. Or hurled down with stones around their necks, ensuring a head-first plunge, but only after their eyelids had been sliced off so the victims couldn’t close them on the way down.

	Nor was anyone sure just who these pirates were or how they had organized so quickly, coming to control the central Himalayas in just a few years. More immediately, one wanted to avoid getting captured by the Crow or its fleet if at all possible.

	Vanson included.

	But the damaged yacht was within reach now, and the Maiden was a small, but fast, patrol ship—much faster than the huge Crow. Vanson had speed on his side and felt the exhilarating rush of alpine wind on his face.

	“More power, Olly. Full speed!”

	The race was on.

	The Crow was coming fast too, but the Maiden was closing the gap much more quickly. A few tense minutes later, Vanson knew they would reach the derelict yacht with time to spare. He grabbed a signal lantern and raised it in the direction of the Crow, warning it to turn back, that the salvage had been claimed.

	The Crow did not turn back. Vanson didn’t expect it to. But warning them was standard Fleet protocol.

	“Pirates,” he said derisively. “Olly! Ready the lines. We’ll swing in and grab ‘er with the hooks and pull her back with us away from the Crow’s territory.”

	“Aye!”

	Olly yelled orders at the crew, who were assembled and waiting.

	Gripping the wheel tightly, Vanson pressed foot pedals—slowing the engines, adjusting the rudders—swinging his ship first outward, then back inward in a tight arc. The deck swung like a pendulum beneath its helium-filled envelope, and the crew bowed their legs and swayed to compensate for the motion.

	As they approached the yacht, Vanson slowed even further, just long enough for Olly to yell “Fire!” Then came the zip zip zip of cables launching from harpoon guns and the thunk thunk thunk as they punctured the wooden sides of the yacht. 

	He turned them away from the Zanskar, feeling the Maiden strain, slowed by the weight of the captured vessel. Springs in the cables’ anchors absorbed the initial pull, and soon—the delay an eternity for Vanson—they were all moving again, slowly at first, then gaining speed.

	He looked back. The Crow was still there, pursuing. Two nautical miles behind them, framed by towering peaks.

	“Persistent, aren’t they? Olly, take the wheel.”

	Vanson strode aft, where two deck-mounted cannons—smaller bore, for close range—had been primed.

	“Last chance,” he muttered, and signaled again for the Crow to retreat.

	It didn’t.

	He turned one of the cannons toward their pursuers, aiming low.

	“This one is a courtesy!” he yelled and fired.

	The shot arced like a comet, sizzling toward the Crow but then dropping—as intended—well below its hull.

	The Crow turned aside.

	As one, a cheer arose from Vanson’s crew.

	He held up his hands, approaching them with a wide grin on his face.

	“Well done, boys! Let’s drop down to the leeward side of a nice mountain and see what we’ve just rescued!”

	More cheers, and two of his crew pointed their bare backsides in the direction of the Jade Crow, which was now making its ponderous way back toward the high peaks of the Zanskar.
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	It was late afternoon before they found a small, protected valley where they could float safely while boarding the abandoned yacht.

	It was called the Lotus of Albion, no doubt some pretentious British noble’s attempt to bridge Occident and Orient in three words or less. The little pleasure craft had been damaged, likely dashed against a cliffside or overhang. That she’d only lost one balloon and was still afloat at all was a miracle.

	Once they were sure the yacht wouldn’t sink while they were aboard, the first members of Vanson’s crew swung across, Olly leading them. The team quickly surveyed the top deck before working their way below.

	Kicking in doors, pistols at the ready, they carefully made their way throughout the vessel. Within five minutes—it wasn’t a big airship—they were back on deck giving the all-clear.

	Vanson swung across. “Report?”

	“Not much, Captain,” said Olly. “Looks like someone’s already been through her.”

	“No sign of the owners? Bodies?”

	“Nothing,” said Olly. “Stripped of valuables as well. Pirates for sure. Not the Crow though, or they wouldn’t have been so keen to get to her before us.”

	“Dammit,” said Vanson, regretting the risk he had taken. “Well, I suppose we’ll tow her down to Delhi and send word out. Find out which noble family is missing a yacht, let the Colonial Office investigate—”

	Just then, they heard a noise coming from below decks. At first, they thought it was the wind rocking the rigging, but then it came again.

	Movement.

	“I thought you went over every inch of her,” Vanson said.

	Olly stammered. “We did, Captain! Searched every room. Maybe it’s animals—rats or something.”

	They drew their guns and Vanson led them quietly down the stairs. The interior of the yacht had been quite well appointed before it was looted: oak-paneled walls bore dusty square outlines where paintings had once hung; a plush velvet sofa, collapsed on a broken leg, rested atop a torn Turkish carpet. Hand-carved trim framed the entrances to a half-dozen private rooms, though each doorway was now splintered and broken, the result of his crew’s overzealous explorations.

	“The sound came from the back,” Olly whispered.

	Vanson nodded, pointing two of his marines—Jansen and Carter—in that direction.

	From the aft end of the yacht, in what would probably have been the owner’s stateroom, footsteps could be heard. The door had been kicked in, but had swung shut again, aslant on its top hinge.

	Carter and Jansen stepped to either side of the doorway.

	Vanson held up three fingers to mark a countdown. He slowly curled in one, then another. When his third finger touched his palm the two men rushed into the room.

	There was a scream. A woman’s.

	His men yelled. The woman swore.

	There was a gunshot. Then another. A bullet ripped out of the doorway. Vanson heard it whizz past his ear, followed by a piff! when a puff of feathers burst out of the broken sofa, marking the spot where the shot had ended its trajectory.

	“Owww!” howled one of his men from inside the room.

	“Report!” yelled Vanson. “What’s going on?”

	He and Olly ran in. Very little light filtered in through the portholes, frosted as they were by the frigid air outside. But he saw one of his men on a large bed, struggling with someone underneath him. The other was lying on the floor.

	Olly lit a match. Carter had pinned a woman to the mattress. Or had pinned her as much as he could. She fought like a tiger, kicking one free leg violently. Her red hair was a thick, tangled mess, and her clothes were rags.

	In one corner crouched a little boy, curled up and clearly terrified.

	Then Olly’s match went out.

	“Ow!” yelled Carter in the dark.

	Olly lit another match. Carter was doubled up on top of the woman, hands over his groin. To his credit, he still had her pinned.

	The woman’s eyes flicked frantically, clearly panicked. They were green and flashed defiantly. Her face was filthy, streaked with dirt.

	And stunning.

	“That’ll show you damn devils!” she spat, in an accent as Irish as a shillelagh, and just as bludgeoning. And then, her eyes finally adjusting to the light, she got a look at the men around her, and their uniforms.

	“Wha—are you, are you military? British?”

	“Yes, we are,” Vanson nodded, just as Olly’s second match went out. “Oh hell, Olly, go get a lantern, will you?”

	“Yes, sir!”

	“Let her up, Carter,” said Vanson. 

	Carter rolled off the woman and went over to Jansen who was moaning, his hand over his shoulder. Blood trickled down his shirt.

	“The bitch shot me!” Jansen whined.

	“‘Cause you had your gun out!” the woman retorted. “I thought you were those, those...brigands come back for us!”

	“Who are you?” Vanson asked.

	“I’m Gweneth Doyle, daughter of the Earl of Meath,” she said with raised chin. Then, indicating the boy in the corner, “that’s Davey. Are you Royal Navy?”

	“Yes, we are, Lady Doyle,” said Vanson. A noble! The rescue had been worth the risk after all.

	 “So, we’re safe? Oh my god, they attacked! We got lost, heading back to Peshawar after a diplomatic conference in Simla. My father is—was—territorial governor...we...oh, god. Thank god.” She started to weep, curling into a ball on the bed. Davey crept over and cuddled with her.

	Just then Olly returned, lantern in hand.

	Vanson went over to Gweneth and sat down. “How long have you been here?”

	“On the Lotus? A week. There’s a hidden compartment behind the bed, food and water in the galley. I was below decks when we were attacked. My father told me to stay here. He gave me his pistol. I’m a damn good shot.” She inclined her head at Jansen. “Sorry about your man.” 

	“What happened to the rest of the crew?”

	“Killed. They were only a small crew, a pilot and five airshipmen. None of them soldiers, really. Also, my father and our maid...oh, poor Sally. I heard her scream when they threw her over. After they had their way with...ah, poor Sally!”

	She wept, leaning into Vanson’s chest. He held her, unsure what else to do. She was warm and soft, and he was surprised how nice she felt next to him, especially on this cold airship.

	“You’re safe now. Let’s get everyone back to our ship, especially my wounded marine. We have food. Warm stoves. We’ll take you back down to Delhi with your yacht.”

	“Thank you,” she whispered, squeezing his arm. She took the small boy’s hand and followed Vanson up onto the deck.
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	Gweneth sat in front of the stove in Vanson’s cabin, wrapped in thick blankets. She had been given a basin of warm water and clean, if oversized, clothes, and then left alone to wash up.

	She was clutching a tumbler of Vanson’s whiskey when he walked in. In the golden glow of the ceiling’s swinging lantern, he noticed she was draining her drink with a most unfeminine rapidity.

	“What?” she giggled, seeing his raised eyebrows. “I am Irish, you know.”

	“Of course,” Vanson smiled, adding, “Help yourself.”

	She really was beautiful. For propriety’s sake he stood behind his desk, keeping both furniture and distance between them. She was gorgeous, but she was also an Earl’s daughter. Even if that Earl was deceased.

	“Davey’s asleep in the room next door. He was my maid’s little boy. Adopted, actually. An orphan, a dead soldier’s son we think. Found him living on the streets of Calcutta, wearing an oversized coat of the Ninth Dragoons. Helped Sally with her chores. He’s odd, but clever. I hid him with me during the attack. Thank you again for rescuing us,” she said.

	“Only doing our duty, Lady Doyle.”

	“Lady Doyle!” Her laugh was magical. “Please, it’s Gwen. If I’m to be your passenger for the next few days, too much formality will just make us both uncomfortable.”

	“Ok, Miss....um, Gwen.”

	“As to duty, I know for a fact how little the Navy pays you and the rest of the Royal Air Fleet. It would have been far less dangerous to simply ignore our ship and sail on. So,” she murmured, staring at him over the cut-glass tumbler, “thank you, Captain.”

	She told him of her childhood in County Wicklow, how her father, second-in-line to his family’s title, chose to make his fortune in India rather than wait to see if his older brother simply died off. In a twist of fate, that brother did die young, making her father Earl. He went back to Ireland and married Gwen’s mother; they had Gwen. But the Earl’s heart remained in India, and so he returned to govern the northwestern frontier for the Empire. Gwen’s mother stayed in Ireland, but Gwen eventually joined her father. She loved adventure.

	She also explained how they got lost on their way out of Simla seven days ago. A storm blew them far off course and eventually into the side of a mountain. Pirates found them before they could make repairs. Gwen and Davey hid, and two days later—today—they were rescued by Vanson and the Maiden. 

	“I have some of my father’s papers. Diplomatic documents concerning treaties with Russia against the pirates.” She patted the coat she was wearing when they found her, now folded up next to her on the floor. “I tossed the rest of my clothes into your stove,” she smiled. “Hope you don’t mind. They smelled awful! Thank you for letting me wash up.”

	Vanson just smiled, secretly wondering how she smelled now.

	There was a knock on the door.

	“Come in,” Vanson said.

	It was Olly. “The starboard balloon on the Lotus is repaired, Captain. A smaller rip than we expected. It’ll hold for now, but it’ll need a new balloon before it’s truly airworthy again. The rudder is beyond repair—at least the sort of repairs we could do while airborne. That’ll require a good shipwright. All told, she won’t steer, but she’ll float, long enough for us to tow her down to Delhi. Shall we set course?”

	“Aye,” said Vanson, and Olly turned on his heels, shutting the door behind him.

	“We’ve been up here too long,” Vanson said, as much to himself as Gwen. “It’ll be night soon, and I want to put some distance between us and the Zanskar. The Crow was coming after us pretty hot. Who knows what they might attempt under cover of darkness.”

	“The Crow?” Gwen asked, alarmed. “I heard one of our crew mention a Jade Crow. He said they were the worst pirates north of British India.”

	“He was right,” said Vanson. “And you can thank the stars we got to you first. Your yacht was drifting into the Crow’s territory, and they spotted you soon after we did. Another ten minutes, and they would have had you.”

	Gwen shuddered. “I do owe you my life.”

	The Burma Maiden, which had been bobbing gently on cold Himalayan currents, began to move.

	“Really, as I said, it was the very least—” He stopped when she stood up, facing him, with a look he was pretty sure he knew the meaning of.

	She dropped the blanket from around her shoulders, revealing milky skin dotted with the freckles that Irish girls were famous for. She wasn’t wearing the clothes she had been given after all.

	Almost involuntarily, his eyes went to her two perfectly shaped breasts. They were framed by cascades of red hair that spilled down from her head.

	That hair. It draped around her high cheekbones, one or two curls stopping to point out her soft lips and dainty chin, while the rest tumbled over her shoulders and on down...to where his hands suddenly wanted to be.

	But she was an Earl’s daughter.

	“Lady Doyle, I... I really can’t. You’re...I’m only...”

	She moved casually around his desk, blanket still around her waist, her eyes holding his. When she reached his side of the table, she hopped up on it—pushing aside some of the maps and charts as she did so—then she was sitting before him, reaching out and grabbing the lapels of his coat.

	“I’m a big girl now, Captain. You saved me. I’ve been quite cold and lonely hiding on the Lotus. Hell, I’ve been lonely anyway lately, living in that miserable frontier fort at Peshawar.” She tilted her mouth upward.

	“Um...” Vanson said. But he knew he couldn’t come up with an excuse that either of them would accept.

	“Please, Captain. Let me thank you properly.”

	She pulled him closer, spread her legs, and shrugged the blanket completely off her body. In the flickering glow from the lamp above, he saw the soft skin of her inner thigh and groaned, a noise she matched as she reached one hand around the back of his neck, lips parted. His tongue found hers while her other hand began to work its way down his chest, unbuttoning his coat.

	Now he knew how she smelled. Of jasmine and balsam, vanilla and cinnamon—the most exotic scents of the Himalayas and the rest of Empire, made into perfume.

	Intoxicating.

	She grinned. “I keep a small bottle of it in my coat. A girl never knows...”

	He grabbed her hips and pulled her across the desk toward him.

	Just then, there was a frantic knock on the door.

	“Damn.” He pulled away. Gwen’s mouth moved to his neck while her hands continued to work at his buttons.

	“What?” Vanson yelled toward the door—more harshly than he intended.

	“Captain!” shouted Olly. “We need you on deck immediately. We have visitors.”

	“What! Who?”

	“It’s dark, sir. We can only see their deck lights. A big ship, and some smaller ones. We’re pretty sure it’s the Crow again, back with her fleet. They must have waited for nightfall.”

	“But we aren’t anywhere near their territory anymore! They must really want the Lotus.”

	He swore. “Gwen—”

	“I know,” she said, pulling the blanket back up around her shoulders.

	“I will be back. Stay here.” Then a thought occurred to him. “We may have to cut your ship free if we want to outrun them. I’m sorry, I know the Lotus of Albion is your family’s yacht.”

	“I don’t care, do what you have to do. Just keep us safe.” She put her mouth to his and gave him one last jasmine-scented kiss.

	Vanson ran up onto the deck, calling for all hands to follow.
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	The last of the sun’s rays illuminated a large dark airship, its red-silk balloon envelope floating above it like another setting sun. It was still a ways out, but it was the Crow, he was sure of it. Other airships, smaller but similarly decorated, sailed alongside it.

	They were about five nautical miles to port, flying at top speed, closing fast.

	“They must have swung around that far ridge after we outran them earlier,” Olly said, handing Vanson his spyglass.

	He looked through the eyepiece.

	“A clever ambush,” Vanson said, the wind blowing the collar of his now-unbuttoned deck coat.

	“Get us out of here. Full speed,” he said. Below decks he heard the engines throb heavily as the noise from the propellers rose from a steady thrum to an angry whine.

	“Captain,” said Olly, “I don’t know if we can stay ahead if we’re towing the Lotus.”

	“I know. I already spoke to Gwen...I mean, Lady Doyle.”

	“But for now,” Olly continued, diplomatically ignoring his Captain’s sudden familiarity toward their female passenger, “We may be able to keep ahead of them. We’re a faster ship.”

	“No,” said Vanson, “The Crow is too close. I don’t want to risk it. Let’s cut the Lotus loose.”

	“Aye,” said Olly. Then he yelled across the deck, “Prepare to cut the—”

	Olly was interrupted by a great crack! from below decks and the Burma Maiden suddenly slowed, forcing its crew to grab madly at ropes and railings to steady themselves. The whine of the propellers was already diminishing.

	“The engines!” Olly yelled. “Where’s Dawes?”

	Dawes, the engineer, didn’t sound off.

	“I’ll check it out,” Vanson said. “Olly, ready the cannon. Turn the Maiden broadside and let them see our guns.” Then he leapt two levels down the main staircase to the engine room.

	Bursting through the door, he saw a small figure hunched over the propeller shaft, its back to him. Vanson aimed his pistol.

	“Stop what you are doing! Stand up!”

	The figure stood and turned around; arms raised. In one hand was a wrench, in the other a handful of bolts. Important ones, Vanson saw immediately. The ones that kept the rapidly rotating driveshaft in its housing.

	It was the boy, Davey.

	Now the shaft was spinning chaotically, free from the confines of its metal clamps, its power no longer transferring to the propellers but instead shredding the transmission to which it had recently been attached. 

	The uncontrolled force of the loose shaft was dangerous—it would tear the engine room apart. Indeed, Vanson already saw jagged pieces of metal and a thick cog embedded in the wooden ceiling of the chamber.

	That explained the loud noises. The boy was lucky he hadn’t been killed.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Vanson yelled. “You’ve stalled my ship! Just as we’re being pursued by pirates who’ll not think twice about tossing us all overboard!”

	Davey just stood there, expressionless. Gwen had said the boy was odd, but Vanson didn’t have time to be sympathetic, especially after the damage he had done.

	“What were you thinking?” He yelled again, running over and grabbing the bolts from Davey’s hand. He bent down, careful to avoid the spinning shaft. There was nothing he could do. Both steam engines would have to be shut down before they could make any repairs.

	Where was Dawes? Without his engineer, Vanson had to find and yank the lever that disengaged the engines from the driveshaft himself.

	That’s when he saw Dawes’s legs, unmoving, sticking out from behind one of the giant cylindrical steam engines. Vanson turned and stared with growing unease at the boy called Davey.

	The boy stood quietly, just staring up at him.

	Vanson heard his men yelling. The Crow must be getting closer.

	“Gwen!” he yelled, hoping she would hear him through the wooden floor of the ship. “I need you to come get this boy! And get Olly down here too—Dawes is hurt!”

	He heard the soft click of a revolver’s hammer behind his ear, and smelled jasmine and balsam, vanilla and cinnamon.

	“I’m right here,” she said from behind him, pressing the barrel of the gun into the base of his skull. “I told you Davey was a clever boy.”

	“Gwen, what are you doing?” Vanson turned his head just enough to see that she was fully dressed now, in the clothes he had given her, her tattered deck coat—and not the blanket—over her shoulders. 

	But Gwen, if that was her name, just laughed. She squeezed his behind with her free hand and purred into his ear. “Such a shame my ship arrived so quickly. I was looking forward to a little more time alone with you, Captain Vanson. Alas, some things aren’t meant to be.”

	She pushed his head back around with the barrel of her gun.

	“Now, back up on deck, please.”

	 

	[image: Gears with solid fill]

	 

	Night had fallen when Vanson stepped back onto the deck of the Burma Maiden, Gwen close behind. The sky was clear, its stars brilliant. The air tasted of ice and numbed the tongue.

	His crew, manning the ship’s half-dozen cannon, were tense, anticipating battle.

	“Captain!” Olly turned to him, spyglass in hand. “It’s the Jade Crow all right, and a half-dozen smaller ships. They’re staying just out of range of our guns. Did you find Dawes? What the bloody hell’s wrong with the engines?”

	Before Vanson could reply, Gwen spoke. She still had her gun against the back of his head and her other hand on his shoulder, keeping him where she wanted him. The boy stayed at her side like an impassive puppy.

	“If I can have your attention, please! I am assuming control of your airship. Anyone tries anything untoward, and your Captain gets a bullet through his skull.”

	The crew turned, and in the glow of the deck lanterns, Vanson thought they might laugh at what they thought was a joke, until they saw Gwen with her pistol.

	“You ungrateful bitch!” yelled Olly. He rushed toward them; knife drawn. “We rescue you and this is how you repay—”

	Her gun fired and Olly fell, his hot blood bouncing in droplets across the icy deck.

	Vanson’s ears rang, and inwardly he recoiled from the sight of Olly sprawled before him. But he did not budge. What a fool he had been! She wasn’t hiding any diplomatic papers in her coat. Just her pistol. And a plan.

	“As I said,” she continued to the stunned crew, “I’ll be taking this ship. Everyone move away from the cannon and drop your weapons.”

	The crew hesitated but Vanson, not wanting to see any more of them dead, said, “Do as she says.”

	They moved to the center of the deck, tossing pistols and knives away from them in a sad litany of thuds and clanks.

	“Ok, Dahid,” Gwen said to the boy she had been calling Davey, “Now.”

	The boy ran to the deck railing, where he took one of their lanterns and began signaling the large airship that had been circling them like a shark. Minutes later it pulled alongside the Maiden, its green eyes glinting in the low light of their deck lamps.

	Those eyes—bright green and beautifully sinister—looked just like those of the woman holding the gun to his head.

	Vanson noticed the Crow was nearly twice as long as the Maiden. And then, even though it was dark, he realized it was a repainted Royal Air Fleet frigate. No doubt one of the ones gone missing over the past few years, presumed lost or destroyed.

	“Who are you?” Vanson growled.

	“My name’s Gwen alright, but not Doyle. I have no idea what my last name is. I grew up in a Dublin orphanage. My father was a soldier and my mother—who knows? A maid? A whore? Both? Either way, a girl has to fend for herself if she doesn’t want to end up the same way. I found work in the household of a debauched Earl’s son and moved with him when he became Territorial Governor in Kabul. He was a man of certain...appetites. Disgusting ones. 

	“Well, even I have my limits, you know. Dahid here was our errand boy. I took him with me once my little rebellion got going. And now, I’ve developed quite a following as you can see.”

	Figures on the deck of the Crow moved swiftly: hooks were flung over, biting into the deck of the Maiden with a series of thuds. A rope bridge followed, and suddenly they were surrounded by pirates of all sizes and races: Asians, Africans, Europeans, others he could not place.

	Vanson looked at his own crew, shivering in their too-thin Air Fleet coats. They didn’t get paid nearly enough for this sort of thing. And now they were terrified. He could see it on their faces.

	“Let them go, Gwen. They’re just doing their jobs.”

	“I don’t kill wantonly, despite what you may have heard. That ‘tarred and feathered, set alight and tossed overboard’ stuff—that’s all rubbish. Useful rubbish, I’ll grant you. But your first mate there, he attacked me. I only want your ship. Let us have it, and we’ll let you go in that old yacht you’re towing. Lucky you didn’t cut it loose. We spent a long time rigging that one just so.”

	The Lotus of Albion bobbed outside the glow of their lights. It had been a trap all along.

	“But she can’t be steered!”

	“Exactly! So, you can’t come after us,” she said, coming around to face him. “What did your mate say? ‘She won’t steer, but she’ll float.’ You’re a good pilot, Captain Vanson. With a little luck, you can drop the Lotus down to the ground and walk to civilization.”

	“Why are you doing this, Gwen?”

	“There are a lot of us, you know. More than the Crown would like to admit. Imperial outcasts. Orphans of empire. You can’t dominate half of the globe and expect everyone to just stay in their places and be happy about it. We’re making our own home, a little paradise up here in the Himalayas. And I’m building a fleet to help protect it.” 

	She looked wistful and almost innocent, even with her gun still poking Vanson’s neck. “There are valleys up there that Europeans have never seen, accessible only by air. Fertile soil, crystal-clear water, flowers, trees. Protected and pristine. Like paradise. There’s no actual Shangri-La, of course. But we’re doing our best to make the legend come true.”

	She remained beautiful in her defiance. Fiercely so—just like when he first saw her. Part of him wanted to—no, that would be treason. Still, her vision of freedom was...compelling.

	She smiled at him—half mocking, half sincere, completely triumphant.

	“Don’t let me catch you up here again, Captain,” she said. She leaned up and kissed him, nipping his lower lip with her teeth as she pulled away.

	Then she sauntered, hips swaying, across the deck of the Burma Maiden toward the rope bridge. Pausing, she turned and looked back over her shoulder.

	“Unless you come alone, that is.”
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	An hour later Vanson was staring up from the deck of the Lotus of Albion, his crew slowly releasing helium from the yacht’s balloons in a controlled descent. High above him he saw the dim silhouettes of the Jade Crow and the Burma Maiden heading toward the Zanskar valley, followed by the rest of Gwen’s fleet, and he wondered how difficult it would be to hike back up into this area the following Spring.

	Alone, of course.
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Seven Strong

	By Allison Tebo

	 

	 

	A former dwarvish trooper who goes by the name of Crankcase has found new life in a mining colony and in sheltering a young girl named Snow, who is fleeing from the villainous clutches of her elvish stepmother. When Snow is captured by a Hunter robot in the pay of her stepmother, the dwarvish troopers suit up with jetpacks and robots to go on a rescue mission. But when Snow’s stepmother turns out to be Crankcase’s most hated enemy, the bitter sergeant is torn between rescuing Snow and seeking revenge. Will she abandon her friend, or bring justice to her former mates who died due to an elf’s dark magic? 
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	T


	here used to be seven of us. Now there was only six. Happy had died protecting Snow. 

	We had thought she would be safe if we left her with Happy while the rest of us worked in the mines. 

	We had been wrong. Happy, the dwarf that had once told me I was like the daughter he had never had, paid the price for our mistake. 

	Kneeling beside Happy, I had watched the meager control I had over my life shatter. Why did I keep reaching out for hope, for stability, for belonging, when it invariably ended like this? 

	But as I held the dying Happy in my arms, he had begged us to save Snow. He had begged us to keep fighting. 

	And we had promised.       

	Dozer spoke into my headset, breaking into my memories. “Do you see him?” 

	“I see him,” I said, my eyes fixed on the small airship circling the abandoned elvish facility.

	“Stand by; we’ll be in range in ten minutes.” My former corporal sounded sleepy, as always. But as I felt our own aged airship maneuver smoothly beneath my boots, I knew Dozer was as alert as ever. 

	I settled back into the swiveling seat that was mounted behind the ship’s rocket guns and stared out the gun turret window. We were closing on the Hunter’s airship. The bot had begun to take evasive maneuvers, but his ship was sluggish. 

	Our one advantage was that Happy had managed to blast the Hunter’s airship as it left our cabin’s landing dock, inflicting damage to its rear engines and putting a few holes in its brass steam chambers. They must have been leaking pressure steadily for some time now. 

	We had finally caught up with the ship in the neutral zone over the Empty Sea, above a razor-thin strip of islands that had once been home to an elvish facility during the war. Snow’s stepmother—Lisandril—must have given the Hunter orders to either kill Snow here, or rendezvous with her. 

	The narrow island beneath us was covered with ship hangers and landing pads. Tall cream-colored towers encircled a sprawling facility where copper roofs had turned burnished green over time—the bits of roof that were still intact after being bombed by dwarvish airships.

	My gazed snagged on a tall pole with the tattered remains of an elvish flag. My stomach turned. That emblem had robbed me and my people of more than any nation could bear. 

	We dwarf troopers had the will to win, but our government hadn’t. They had signed an armistice with the elves that left our kingdom groaning under reparations—and a country of warriors without a war. Career soldiers like me suddenly didn’t have anything else to fight for. 

	Except for this. We were all willing to die for Snow. 

	One of us already had.

	The Hunter seemed to be having trouble activating his landing gear. I leaned forward, watching. Our old airship might be more battered than the Hunter’s vessel, but our rockets had greater range. We would have the first shot. 

	It was a calculated risk. We were fairly certain of the Hunter’s piloting skills and his ability to crash-land without destroying himself or his prisoner. And we knew Snow’s stepmother wanted her alive. But still, it was a risk. 

	I missed Snow terribly, even though she had only been gone two days. Despite her privileged—and corrupt—background, Snow had somehow managed to remain as pure as her name. Snow was a lot like Happy: sweet-natured, happy-go-lucky, and eager to help and to please. Between her and Happy, it had been like living in a world with twin suns.

	And now I felt like all the light in my world had gone out. 

	I blinked and rubbed my nose on my sleeve just as Whisper crawled into the turret behind me. She saw my tear-stained face but was too bashful to ask me about it. I noted the grease on her face. Dozer and I had been jet-troopers during the war, but Whisper had been our tech. Whisper’s way of dealing with her life being torn apart was to tinker endlessly with her robots. 

	We all grieved for Happy in our own way. 

	“The robots are ready, Crankcase,” Whisper informed me, her soft, throaty voice hoarser than normal. 

	I scowled. It had been hard for dwarves to get jobs with the mining companies after the war. Most of the manual labor had been taken over by robots, leaving decommissioned soldiers out of work. But I guess bots had done at least one good thing for us. Because they had taken our previous jobs, three out-of-work troopers had met a dwarf named Happy—a prospector certain that he could strike it rich with his own little ore-mining operation. He had offered us room and board in exchange for our labor and promised us a share in the wealth. 

	We never had struck it rich, but it was still one of the luckiest days of our lives. We had become more than a unit that day, we had become almost like a family. 

	And then Snow had shown up. She had been stowing away on ships until she could find the most remote corner of the world possible—our dwarvish mining community—and she had gone to ground in one of our quarry cabins. 

	Snow hadn’t tried to hide anything from us when we found her there. She told us everything. 

	She was the daughter of a mob boss. Her father, Gregor Snow, was one of the most powerful humans in the world. He had made headlines recently when he had remarried—choosing an elf for his second wife. 

	Snow had suspected for some time that her stepmother had wanted to seize the company for herself. Those suspicions were confirmed when a Hunter Bot waylaid Snow’s personal airship and killed Gregor. 

	Snow had barely escaped from that incident with her life, but she was still in danger. All Snow Industry accounts could only be unlocked by a mixture of Snow DNA. As an added insurance, the blood of one Snow was not enough; generations of DNA were added, a drop at a time, to the unlocking sequence, ensuring that only a medley of blood from every Snow that had ever lived could render access to family accounts. Not even the magic of elves could break through that kind of security. Her stepmother needed Snow’s blood.

	 Snow had thrown the woman off the trail for a little while by tricking the Hunter Bot into returning to their mistress with the wrong DNA. But her deception hadn’t lasted for long. This time around, Lisandril would make no mistakes. She would have Snow brought to her alive and extract the DNA herself before killing her stepdaughter with her own hands. 

	But only over my dead body. 

	“Stand by Crank!” Dozer said in my ear. 

	I jerked to attention. The Hunter’s hull was in my sights. 

	I gripped the controls and opened fire. 

	Two rockets arced across the distance between us and hit the rear engines of the Hunter’s airship.       

	The ship lurched and jerked hard to the right. It swayed for a moment as the pilot tried to regain control and then began its rapid descent, a barely controlled fall from the sky. It hit a landing pad with an impact that made me cringe. It teetered for a moment and then slammed to a standstill with a final crash. 

	I hoped Snow had been strapped in before they crashed.

	“Good shot,” said Whisper.       

	“We’ll know whether it was good or not when we see Snow,” I said grimly, getting up and following her to the main cabin. 

	Dozer landed the airship smoothly before joining us. His brow was furrowed in concern, even though his lazy eyes were half-shut, as always. Me and Whisper were dwarf women down to our stubby fingertips; dark-haired, swarthy, heavy-set. Dozer was a bit slighter, clean-shaven, and fair.

	“Ready to go, Sarge,” said Dozer. 

	I snorted. “Okay, Corporal.” They hadn’t called me Sarge since we had been decommissioned. It felt good. 

	We all had regular names—good, solid dwarvish names—but we hadn’t used them in years. We went by the code names we had earned during the war. I smiled sadly, thinking of Snow, and how we insisted calling her by her last name, as if she were a new recruit that had been added to our unit. Snow hadn’t minded. She was like that. 

	We helped one another suit up. I was strapped into my old battle armor and then my steam-carbine: a heavy-assault weapon with an energy-pack. I adjusted the hose that wrapped over my shoulder, connecting the energy pack to the butt of my carbine. I wrestled into my jet pack. Rocket propellants strapped onto my forearms were connected by thin copper wiring to the small energy pack at the base of my helmet. 

	We opened the airship’s loading door and stepped to the edge of the gangplank, moving as one. The three of us had stuck together after we were decommissioned, and we were now indelibly linked. At the end of the day, this was all we had left. Each other . . . and whatever mission we could get our hands on. 

	It was almost like old times.       

	I looked my unit over. “Let’s go,” I barked, lowering the visor of my helmet. 

	“Don’t forget the boys,” Whisper piped up, ever trying to promote her mechanical counterparts. 

	I glanced at Doc, Lamebrain, and Fritz—small, spider-like clockwork robots with carefully buffed copper plating who all stared at me with blank photoreceptors. Fritz had received its name because of its unfortunate ability to suddenly go on the fritz just when we needed him, resulting in mechanical wheezing and sneezing and thoroughly unhelpful behavior. Lamebrain had earned its name for, well, obvious reasons. How such a dopey bot had ever made it off the manufacturer’s assembly line, I would never know. Of the three, Doc was the only one that ever-showed consistent value. A former medical unit used during the war; Whisper had “liberated” it after she had been decommissioned.

	Doc crawled forward and touched the toe of my boot with its antenna. “We are ready to serve you!” it chirped.

	I looked at it with disdain. Robots had taken our jobs, and a robot had shot Happy to shred. Until I could get my hands on his killer, hating Whisper’s stupid mechanical pals were the next best thing.

	“Just make sure they don’t blow this,” I warned Whisper. I turned to eye the crashed ship at the opposite end of the landing pad, my adrenaline rushing. 

	For a moment, I was back in the war. I could almost smell the elvish blood. 

	“Go!” I growled, and the three of us raced down the gangplank, our weapons at the ready and our robots scuttling behind us. Wind tore at me. The sun was beginning to set—a great molten ball of fire on the horizon—and the sky was slashed with red and pink, like a bloody wound. 

	We fanned out in an attack pattern across the tarmac, half-kneeling as we scanned the area. My brain automatically sorted through the sounds around me. The heavy gushing of wind, the hiss of debris scuttling across the pavement, the scuff of our boots as we jogged across the expanse. Somewhere, a loose chain tapped against a shipping container with an ominous steady clanking, like a ceremonial chime signaling an imminent death. Hopefully not ours. 

	We hurried across the landing pad to the crashed airship. Whisper produced a detonator from her pack and tossed the magnetized charge towards the locked doors.

	Three seconds later, the door blew off with a muffled boom, landing a few feet away with a screeching crash, and we boosted ourselves up into the vessel. 

	We separated to ransack the place, but every cabin was empty. All we found was a gaping hole in the floor of the hold—an irregular circle that had been hastily cut out with a welding torch. Looking through the hole gave a brief view of the tarmac beneath the ship . . . and an open grate leading down into the bowels of the facility. 

	The Hunter Bot had landed directly above the access grill of a maintenance tunnel that doubtless ran through the entire facility. When we had seen the Hunter struggling for control over his ship, he hadn’t been trying to remain airborne—he had been trying to land over an escape route. 

	“Great, he could be anywhere by now,” I groused.       

	“He’s leaking fluid,” Doc chirped. “We can trace him that way.” The bot pointed to a small stain beside the open grate. 

	“Good work, Doc!” Dozer patted the bot on the head. Doc’s photoreceptors glowed. 

	“And he can’t go fast, dragging Snow,” Whisper put in. 

	We were all silent for a second, worrying. 

	“Drop a bot down there to get the lay of the land,” I told Whisper. “Not Lamebrain, he’d tell us it was all clear if the whole tunnel was teeming with elves. And not Doc . . . he could be useful again. Send Fritz. There’s always a slim chance he’ll work.” 

	Whisper hissed. “Don’t show favoritism, you’ll hurt their feelings!” She patted Fritz gently on the head, murmured a word of encouragement, and then dropped him down the shaft.

	A few minutes later Fritz rolled back and announced doubtfully that he thought his sensors said it was all clear. 

	“Oh blazes,” I snorted, swinging down into the hole. “Follow me,” I said to the others.

	We began the long run through the maintenance tunnel. We didn’t have to bend or crawl because of our short height, but it must have been hard going for the Hunter Bot and Snow.

	The maintenance tunnel began branching off into other shafts and we took the first one and kept running until we found an access grill. Doc cut through the grill with his built-in laser, and we slid through, dropping down into the facility’s main interior corridor. 
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