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        “As befits steampunk, Law fills the pages with exciting gear action and fashion...His prose includes some brilliant descriptions including the opening sentence: ‘A black murder rose from the wound of a cliff’.”

        - Publisher’s Weekly

      

        

      
        “Adventure is what I expected going into this book, and adventure is what I got. The atmosphere was entrancing, the airships were captivating, the action was spot on. I can’t wait to see what the author has in store for us next!”

        - Mystery Author, M. W. Griffith

      

        

      
        “A different take on the steampunk genre. Most stories tend to explore the contraptions invented had the Industrial Revolution taken a different path, and the world remained stuck in the Victorian Era. Using Mark Twain as a pivotal character will likely bring about a chuckle or two.”

        - M. P. Ceja, InD’Tale Magazine

      

        

      
        “It's a fun story about a diverse group who comes together to save the world, something we've seen many times, but what sets this story apart is the quality of the writing- great dialogue, cool world building and wonderful characters, especially the women. Rosa and Vanessa are prickly, strong, smart, and capable, and couldn't be more different from one another. No damsels in distress in this Pirate story, I loved those ladies.”

        - GoodReads Reviewer

      

        

      
        “The characterization of the four main characters is exceptionally well done. The plot is a weave of two quests. The first is to find out who is stealing famous landmarks like Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower, and of course to fight them and thus return the landmarks. The second is to find Albion’s mentor, Captain Sam Clemens, and resolve the issues that caused their separation. The fantasy elements were quite interesting and the author has been very creative.”

        - ARC Reviewer
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        Join Vanessa to solve the case in this giant robot steampunk mystery.

      

        

      
        A third Victoria has ascended the throne of a steam-driven country where enormous clockwork giants walk the streets and airships carry news of the Ottoman threat in the East.

        In the wake of a calamity that engulfed all of Europe, Inspector Vanessa Hargreaves of Scotland Yard is given the dubious task of policing steamcraft crime. Along with flamboyant detective Arturo C. Adler, she stumbles upon a conspiracy to use a horrific plague in an effort to prevent war.

      

        

      
        But even as dastardly forces converge upon her, our high-heeled detective struggles with her devotion to Queen and Country, and the shadows under the Union Flag grow ever deeper.

      

        

      
        Can she put a stop to this new disaster before her country is devoured by a Spectre of War? 
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          The Rogue, the Maid, and the Writer

        

      

    

    
      Albion

      My first thought upon setting boot in the tavern was a guilty pleasure. Sure, I had seen my share of beautiful bodies and vivacious visages, but those had been limited to lantern-lit shadow play, and jasmine-scented nights lingering like incense on the skin.

      With my unshaven beard, it would be hard for the girls to tell I wasn’t a native. Kowloon might not be home anymore, but the girls there were short, slender, and demure. They spoke very little, giggled over men who looked like children, and covered their lily-pad feet with silk. I always thought of them as carefully tended orchids, easily plucked or crushed. Girls in this Dublin pub looked like a field of sunflowers: gold where Kowloon girls were dark, round where they were flat, some even tall enough to look me in the eye. My back straightened a couple vertebrae just asking for a table. Everywhere they moved they laughed and joked with the patrons. And what patrons they were, a dirty, drunk, decadent, downtrodden, delinquent, dated, dour, diverse, different bunch.

      A few gentlemanly types trawled through in various levels of stupor. Clinging to the girls and ordering liquor like water, the group inspired me in a mostly Sherwood Forest kind of way. I was not the only one. A quartet of sailors in waterproof slickers eyed the dandies, their coin occasionally drawing attention, but unable to compete with the gold fobs, expensive cigars lit with shining flintlocks, nor the frilly lace likely to disintegrate at the taste of salt. I sensed an upcoming confrontation. If the dandies left with the whole covey, some would likely see the end of a dagger. Say what you like about the dirigible age, but it does bring people together.

      I slumped onto a bench, choosing a booth with my back to the wall. A polite gesture caught the sight of the nearest barmaid, who balanced a platter and an inebriate. She fended off the dandy in an elaborate velvet suit, drunk out of his mind and grabbing for her hip-length pleats. Blondie was a very good actress, having at her disposal an endless array of winks, smiles, and flips of her hair. Not only did said skirt never catch on his meat hooks, she came away with a bit of shiny tip as well. Her linen barely creased.

      Unable to contain my appreciation, I whistled softly as she came to take my order. At first, she must have thought it more wolf-calls and heckling, but the smile in my eyes soon propagated to the barmaid’s.

      “He’s a merchant out of Camden,” she informed me, in the way most working girls have when chancing upon an empathic soul. I remembered dimly a time those two words were scandalous in Britain—a farthing for the man who guesses which two I mean.

      “Bit of a run-in with air pirates, lost his entire shipment of fine Caledonia perfume,” she continued.

      I noted the slender figure, the modest curves, but also the wide Nordic shoulders and the regal set to her hips. Strange place to meet such a distinctive woman, but I supposed anything is possible when one could hop on a dirigible one day and be on the other side of the world in a matter of weeks.

      “A shame,” I replied, trying not to stare at the deep bosom peeking out from her frills.

      “Isn’t it though? Portsmouth had a reputation for ladies of the evening, even before the airship towers went up. A girl needs to wash between jobs. Lad would have made a killing, pardon my French. Wouldn’t be interested in such things, I take it? Fine upstanding gent like yourself?”

      “You might be surprised.” A glittering bottle of lavender essence appeared from a deep pocket in my duster.

      “That’s Caledonian, isn’t it?” she whispered on the sly. “Best not to let too many eyes on it.”

      “For you,” I said. “If I can avail myself of one of your hot ciders?”

      “Cheeky monkey. Coming up,” she answered with a wink.

      I watched her leave, making a subtle show of touching the bottle on her wrists, before making it vanish into the pockets of her apron. I suppose it might have been another of her acts, but the delicate dabs didn’t seem to fit with her character.  She looked like she knew what she was doing. I took my pint of cider, and watched her hips sway as she left, putting the disquiet out of mind.

      The Jilted Merman was half-full that evening. Night mist snuck in with the soon-to-be inebriates, drifting through the plank door, bright with moonlight. Ornaments yet hung on one drooping evergreen in the corner, cheap baubles to wring every last bit of cheer from the salty patrons. Evidently the barkeep preferred the scent of pine needles to his clientele’s breath.

      It does the Portsmouth people credit to note that their natives were placidly drinking next to unidentifiable scoundrels, air pirates, and jacks of all trades lurking in the dark corners of the tavern. The smattering of locals were well-muscled, weather-roughened, and clearly a group not to be fucked with. Toughs in tweed, all of them. One particularly ginger fellow, having the slight, rat-like bearing of a no-good cutpurse, attempted to size me up. I simply removed my well-worn duster. This revealed aeronaut’s muscles as tight as cord on the wide set of my shoulders, and all was well. My brown eyes and silken hair often drew louts who thought Orientals were pushovers, which was why I had trained my arms to speak for me.

      Suddenly, the voice of our friend the dandy merchant rang out in an aria of woe.

      “Damn and blast!” He cursed with London airs through a week’s worth of beard. “If it weren’t for the Turkish blockade, my dear Swarthy Wain would yet be riding the gales!”

      “You sayin’ them bloody Turks shot down your freighter?” prompted a sympathetic friend, or a curious sadist.

      “I’m saying those bloody borscht-swilling swine closed the route over the Ottomans. Great big cannon emptying bandits out of their skies and into ours! I took my Wain over land, avoiding the worst of them in the Channel, when who should I see?” the merchant announced.

      “Who?” chirped a chorus of ill-weather friends. Misery indeed loves company.

      “The Blasted Manchu Marauder! Albion Clemens! Him and that accursed ship, what was her name, The Gooseberry? The Cloudberry?”

      “The Huckleberry!” I called, certain my voice would be directionless in this crowd.

      “The Devil take The Huckleberry and her crew! Damn ship just drops out of the sun, she does, and quick as a wink we’re boarded by masked pirates, rounded up by a fence of cutlasses!”

      I couldn’t have taken a better advert in the paper. At this point, several patrons became willing to ply the piracy victim with drink in exchange for details, and his voice fell to a hush. Surely that had been his ploy?

      Quietly chuckling in the corner, I turned to receive a steaming flagon of cider from the beauteous barmaid.

      She leaned close and kept her voice low. “Here you are, Marauder,” she quipped, returning my sass cheek for cheek.

      Obligingly, I flipped her a coin for her trouble. I was beginning to like her. As she caught the coin, I caught her wrist gently. “Say, all jibes aside, I wonder if you could help me.”

      “Back door is next to the loo. Turn left to get to the docks, right goes by the constabulary,” she supplied, clearly used to her clientele. “If you’re in a carousing mood, I’m afraid the night flowers have all been plucked, and I just serve drinks.”

      “How could you think I had such lewd intentions? Betrayal made fouler by beauty!” I feigned a gasp. “No, my dear, I’m looking for a man.”

      “Oh my…are you sure?” she pouted, popping out a well-formed Nordic hip.

      “He’s…like a father to me,” I obliged, and for a moment it seemed as if the actress had been replaced by a human being. Wry smiles soon masked her again, but at least she seemed sincerely willing to help.

      “Sorry, I haven’t seen a cloth button or silk slipper in here for months, not since the Imperial ambassador’s visit. You are a rare sight, Chinaman,” she answered helpfully. Vixen once more, she scented for a tip. “Especially a young, handsome Chinaman…”

      “Age is a question of mind over matter. If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter,” I said, surprising myself. It had been something Captain Sam said quite often.

      “You sound like an old man!” Blondie chortled.

      “Might be because I’m looking for one, an American. White hair and beard, bit of a penchant for cigars. Might be wearing a dirty drover’s hat. Likes blondes. Would be carrying a Winchester rifle.”

      As I talked to my barmaid, the rat-like ginger man resumed eyeballing me from across the pub over rounded spectacles. I didn’t like it very much, especially when I caught the glimpse he gave to two rather unsavory characters in a booth. No rat like a rat with two snakes for backup.

      “No, I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone like that,” my barmaid said, nibbling on a stray lock of hair from her bun.

      “I know him. He would have been through this tavern,” I said, keeping my tone nonchalant. “Thank you anyway.”

      “I’ll ask around. If you need anything, just call.” She favored me with a wink.

      I turned my attention to the second flagon, always the better of the two for its lack of immediacy. Savor is best when thirst comes second.

      Master Ginger slipped through the pub and into my booth, even as the maid laid down two more flagons of wondrous cider.  He seemed surprised, and impressed, his spectacles highlighting large, dark eyes. At close range, the man did not seem so rat-like. A sparse frame hung on strong shoulders, made deceptively smaller by an overlarge tweed coat. His ginger was fake. Black roots sprouted at eyebrow and hairline over a pasty complexion. Under dirty tweed and threadbare elbows, the man’s clothing was simple linen and canvas, but surprisingly clean. He spread his hands, to show he meant no harm.

      Five lead slugs weighed down my hip. I debated muffling the hammer click against my duster, but I doubted murder was on his mind. Ginger and his friends were planning something; I just didn’t know what. But I had been taught to be prepared.

      “Wotcher drinkin?” he asked in a passable cockney. The voice was surprisingly warm. “Looks good.”

      “Help yourself,” I offered. Just kill them with kindness. “You have business with me?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” He smiled, and took a long draught, breathing a contented cloud of spirit into the chill pub air. “This is the only thing I get in the Isles.”

      “Best cider in the Commonwealth,” I agreed.

      Lamplight flickered over his face, giving him a merry expression that no doubt matched mine. It was good warm gaslight too, none of the humming or buzzing from those Tesla or Edison arclights. A good deal warmer than the deadly game we were playing, certainly.

      “The lager is better in Deutschland,” the ginger began. “France has the best wine, and I get nothing but stout on the Emerald Isles. Nothing holds a candle to English cider. My name is Elric Blair, and I need your help.”

      “Shaw,” I answered, choosing the name of a friend. Blair’s eyebrow popped up over one lens.

      “Never met an Oriental with a name like that. I’m sorry;  you’ll have to do better.”

      “It’s all you’re getting. You want my help or no?”

      “Right,” he sighed, all sign of cockney gone. “I couldn’t help but put two and two together. I’ve a good nose for perfumes, you see. You’re the famous air pirate, the Manchu Marauder.”

      “The Scourge of Shanghai, the Hanoi Highwayman, the Bandit of Budapest. In the flesh, nice to meet you.” I clicked the hammer, perfectly audible in our little booth. “Now call off your cronies.”

      “They would be why I need your help. If I may?”

      Elric Blair slowly opened his large coat, reaching into the inside pocket. He produced a small derringer, the cheap two-shot variety, and placed it on the table. As a show of good will, I put my own revolver on the table. My Victoria gouged a fresh gash in the worn oak, her sleek black barrel and heavy elm grip remaining firmly in hand. Blair’s gun, on the other hand, was well out of his grasp. Inexperience with firearms, or a show of honesty?

      Fortunately, the pub’s high booth walls and dusky atmosphere gave us enough privacy. It also prevented the two toughs behind Blair from seeing the weapons. Blair whistled gently at Victoria.

      “Big gun. A Colt, is it, from the Americas?”

      “It was a gift. Now, come clean, Mr. Blair, or you will find my big gun making some big holes.”

      “It’s a Marlowe Scheme, Mr. Shaw,” Blair sighed.

      Ah, a good, old-fashioned mugging, so named because it involved three men and a dagger. A harmless-looking foil selected a green, preferably foreign, target, presenting him with some attractive, illicit local consumable, likely a woman or substance. An invitation would be given. A throat would be cut. Simple.

      “Only you picked me instead of an easy mark,” I filled in.

      “Right on the money,” he agreed. “Apologies. I believe I’ve forced you into this situation. As I’ve given you no alternative, an air pirate like yourself ought to be able to handle two common thugs.”

      “You seem used to this kind of coercion, but unused to violence. I am curious to know–what are you doing with street toughs like Clives and Staples? And in motley, no less.”

      “Not my color? Heh. You know them.”

      “I know of them. The Lewis brothers made their rounds up and down the coast, and with those ugly mugs it’s hard to mistake them for anyone else,” I remarked. Squatting in their own booth, the two looked like a Bulldog and a Doberman leering at an unfriendly pack, or a fresh bone.

      “It was how I found them as well. I’m sorry, Shaw, your speech is so…”

      “American?”

      “…correct. It is odd, hearing an Oriental with such perfect mastery of the Queen’s English. Your accent is undoubtedly Yankee, but the pronunciation, the grammar, and the diction…” The man seemed bemused, almost academic. His fingers scrabbled at an invisible pen.

      “You’ll find many today with the capacity for language, amongst other things, Master Blair. It is the Steam Age, after all, and a journalist should know the most valuable booty aboard a dirigible is information.”

      Blair sat back at this, seemingly jolted out of his reverie. Credit must be given, for my revelation did not faze him much, only causing him to drop the last shred of pretense.

      “You’re right, of course. I’ve written volumes of London’s dirtiest ditches, but I must admit I am out of my element. I fully intended to apply an earlier method, of getting…up close and personal with the unwashed masses, and thus learning something of their plight. I am afraid I’ve gotten mixed up with—quite literally—cutthroats. However hard pressed for one’s living we are, murder is never just. ”

      “I think I’ve read your work. Changed my whole attitude towards cigarettes.”

      “Don’t believe that was the point of the piece…”

      “Hah! I like you, Mr. Blair.”

      “I am beginning to be fond of you as well, Mister…Shaw.”

      We sat there, two grinning baboons, until our pretty barmaid came to perch at the end of the booth on the pretext of clearing away flagons.

      “When you lovebirds are done, your friends might be wanting a word with you,” she mentioned.

      One look over her shoulder confirmed the situation. Misters Clives and Staples were becoming uneasy. Clearly, something would have to be done.

      “Oy!” I cried, quite loudly.

      My aim was sure. Several locals perked their ears. “You lot, are you going to stand for it? Those city toffs just called you backward, hillbilly wankers!”

      Instant flashpoint. Within moments a magnificent bar fight had broken out, stools and flagons and pint glasses flying by overhead. It was dockhands versus dandies, pirates versus bandits, and the Celts against everybody else, laughing like bloody hyenas as their teeth left their faces. The tarts fled for high ground, the pushers for low, and everyone else started dodging. Wisely, Blair, Blondie and I slunk down below the table, our flagons held perfectly level, apple-flavored breath pooling in the tight, safe space.

      “Wasn’t that an American insult?” our maid asked, between liberal sips from my flagon.

      “Not for anyone living south of Virginia?” I supplied.

      “Please, Master Pirate, we should be making for the door!” Blair cried.

      “In a moment. Wait for it…now!”

      Coarse wood swung shut behind us, casting us suddenly into a dense, brackish fog. Wet cobbles threatened to overturn our raggedy trio onto the road, but it was still better than the crossfire going on inside the Jilted Merman. A dim moon lit just enough of the road. A gentle sloshing came from water nearby. Though Blair had hastened us out of the bar, I now took the lead with long strides, trying my best to look like I knew where I was going. Our barmaid stayed behind, leaning between window and door should either emit a defeated inebriate. She waved a cheerful goodbye as she disappeared behind us. Now it was only the two of us old dogs, as my Imperial Cantonese brethren would put it.

      “Well, now, I suggest you get on with the nature of the help you would like, Mister Blair,” I said as we passed the sturdy brick and plaster of Portsmouth’s dockside dwellings.

      “I would have thought it obvious,” he answered. “You are an air pirate. Ergo, you possess a ship. I should like passage on said ship, anywhere out of Portsmouth. All the dock’s men were told not to let me through.”

      “Why would Clives and Staples pay them off to keep a writer from leaving town? I thought you were working for them.”

      “Ah, I should have been clearer; the local constabulary has me pegged for this very reason. The Lewis brothers have tainted me with their brand of devilry, I’m afraid.”

      We turned now, into a darker alley.

      “And have you committed any crime?” I asked, not really expecting a reliable answer.

      “I witnessed a murder, and was seen in the brothers’ company. For the locals, it is enough,” Blair said without malice.

      Fog now blanketed the street, but I knew where the mooring towers would have been, looming over the town like abyssal giants risen from the sea. Dim stars glowed through the fog, the only trace of gaslight marking a low line of quiet seaside buildings.

      Of course, the Lewis brothers were waiting for us just around the corner, perfectly at home perched atop some coal pallets. The shorter, bulldog one, Clives, shuffled his feet, while the taller Doberman Staples rolled a crucifix-emblazoned cane between his fingers. As soon as we emerged out of the fog, the brothers closed the trap on either side of us, effectively pinning us in with a matching pair of knives.

      “Thought you could get away from us, huh, old chum? No stomach for butcher’s work?” Staples leered.

      “Maybe he knew all along, steered us a fat mark,” Clives chimed in.

      “I’ll take the tall one,” I whispered to Blair, even as the cutthroats circled us. “If you can, get Clives.”“With what? I left my derringer in the pub,” Blair whispered back, clearly panicked.

      He would have made a terrible cutthroat. We had no time for planning, anyway. The Lewis brothers rushed at us.

      Mist flew by, cold and sharp. Sensations of an elm grip firmly weighted my palm, the hammer cocking with practiced speed. A solid kick announced the trigger going, but the snap was lost in an instant, muffled against the mist. Gun smoke washed out the sweet flavor of apple still clinging to my lips, a scent further diluted by a memory of clear skies, drawling accents, and fragrant wafts of cigar leaf. When was the last time I had fired Victoria and thought of Captain Samuel?

      With a sound like a rotted, downed log, Staples crumpled at my feet, but I was no longer looking. My feet had whirled around, knowing the other brother was assaulting Elric. I shouldn’t have bothered. A metallic thud sounded in the misty street, and suddenly Clives had joined his brother, a massive welt rising atop his grizzled head.

      “My, you boys are up to no good,” our blonde barmaid remarked, a heavy tea kettle in her right hand. Blair lay crumpled in a most undignified pile, attempting to untangle himself from Clives.

      “How did you…?” I wasn’t sure if Blair or I were responsible for the wet sound of speechless mouths flapping.

      “The same way they did—through the back door,” the maid answered. After the initial rush, she turned to look at the prone figures sprawled on the cobbles. Was that shock, or disgust? “Shite, I do believe we’ve committed murder.”

      “They’ll live. Staples might lose a couple feet of intestine,” I answered. “But it’s probably safer to leave right away.”

      “Agreed,” my newfound companion said.

      Crikey, what had I done to deserve them? A violently assertive barmaid and a useless writer, both of whom knew my identity, now looked to me for guidance. It would probably be best for them to hide out in my ship, never mind what the morrow would bring.

      Swiftly, the three of us dashed along the streets of Portsmouth, grand old manors and redbrick dwellings giving way to the trace italien of Southsea Castle. The glow of the castle’s lighthouse beam came through as a giant column of dimly lit mist over our heads. From above, the false moon would be one of three bounding the edge of the city from the wild ocean. Their light served to guide our way now, glinting off the rails set into the stone street. At the docks further north, these rails came together in a spider’s web of tracks, delivering the bounty of the Pax Brittania Empire throughout the homeland from the holds of hundreds of dirigibles.

      “I say, aren’t we headed away from the mooring towers?” Blair called.

      “You said it yourself, the dock’s men are all alerted to your presence. Besides, there’s a damned Naval base that way.”

      We headed down South Parade, making for the pier. In the darkness, the restaurant and shops looked quiet and sad. We made our way along the promenade, suddenly amongst the nickelodeons, deserted fairy floss stands and midget-dirigible rides of the funfair.

      “Having a go at us, Marauder? These tiny boats won’t even hold one of me,” our barmaid said, tapping at one of the children’s seats bolted to a guide rail.

      “They certainly won’t,” I commented, failing to resist the urge to leer at her ample assets.

      “Cad!” she answered, and I hoped it was in jest. Something about her flirting bothered me, but I was unsure what.

      “Never mind those. Come, come.” I gestured.

      Past the charming carousel full of gilt horses and carriages, and the calliope with its silent, sentinel pipes, I led my little band toward the small Ferris wheel, perched at the very edge of the pier. Part of me regretted giving up such a good hiding place, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      At the very bottom of the wheel, there was an iron ring set in the floor. Lifting this up resulted in two very satisfying gasps of surprise, for underneath was a catwalk leading to a dirigible’s gondola. Her hull was scarcely wider than a couple of coffins, but there was a bit of a castle to house the works. Cables disappeared up through the boardwalk above, and surf lapped at the keel. I stood there on the deck as if I was proud of the thing, and immediately received a fair bit of entertainment.

      “Who would have thought the big, bad Scourge of Shanghai would own such a tiny pirate ship?” Elric Blair remarked. “I suppose you’ll have to cling to the mast after yielding the cabin to the lady.”

      “Pirates don’t have to follow etiquette,” I answered, sedately stoking up the modest boiler. With a pop and a sparkle, the embers came to life.

      “And the balloon? Ah, there we are,” Blair continued, gaze rising. “Disguised as a child’s flying elephant, how quaint.”

      “How absolutely adorable. To think, the Bandit of Budapest dropping out of the sky under a giant pink elephant,” the maid remarked.

      As a matter of fact, I had a standing deal with the funfair owner, a rather pleasant Mrs. Bakersfield. The appearance of Jumbo the Pink Elephant had become something of a local mystery, attracting more than its share of curious fairgoers. I was sure more than a few disobedient children staying up that night in the South of England would have a new chapter to add to Jumbo’s legend. The sight of him floating up in the clouds, towing what appeared to be a sailing boat under him, ought to bring a neat conclusion to his story. I am sorry to say, Jumbo would probably not be making an appearance much longer, owing to her new guests. In but a few moments, we were on our merry way, all of Portsmouth spread under us as we rose into the night sky. Southsea Castle and Portsea Island reclined beneath us. I could see as far as Portsdown Hill over the fog.

      “This is a load off my mind, Captain Shaw,” Blair said. “I will be most glad when this ginger hair grows out and I am free of this guise completely.”

      “You are most welcome, Mister Blair. Now then,” I said, turning. “If all is in order, I believe I should like for you to tell me what you are doing on my ship, my dear Inspector.”

      I was not surprised to find myself face-to-face with the level, steady barrel of a .22 Tranter pistol, held in the hands of the beautiful blonde barmaid.
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          How Hargreaves Got Trapped in a Bag

        

      

    

    
      I stood there with my derringer pointed steadily at the pirate captain, fully expecting the Manchu Marauder’s cooperation. A strand of hair tickled my cheek where I had let go of it, but I ignored it. I had saved the Marauder and his mate from a gutting, and gotten them out of that godforsaken pub at the cost of my cover. That should have disinclined him from harming me. From his reputation, he had a code of honor.

      That was my mistake.

      Of course, I knew the Manchu Marauder had figured out I was a copper. I knew as soon as I showed him that last inch of skin and he hadn’t batted an eye. So I had caught him unawares, pulling the derringer out of my boot before Clemens could board familiar territory. I couldn’t be prepared for the batty-fanging, though, as what felt like a heavy tarp descended on my face and shoulders.

      “Murph!” I remember crying out, but immediately stopped for fear of suffocation. My arms stuck fast to my sides. Then my legs came out from under me, but I was being carried. So I stopped struggling—no point, as I had clearly been bested. There would be a time for Inspector Vanessa Hargreaves of Scotland Yard to fight back.

      Besides, there might be a way to turn this capture to my advantage after all.

      I couldn’t be sure what was happening outside the hot, blinding dark of the tarpaulin pressing against my face, but as I was unceremoniously dumped onto a hard surface, my thoughts went to how I had come into this unsavory pickle. I spared a thought for my corset—surely ruined, the stays hopelessly warped. Men. So rude.

      As what was clearly an airship’s deck lifted up under me, I recalled that fateful day standing over a great big pit in London. My London...
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      Looking out over the gaping hole in the sky where Big Ben used to tick away over the streets of Westminster, I felt most insulted. Grey and coal silhouettes filled in the spaces where Ben’s calm white face and widow’s peak used to be. It was very nearly enough to distract me from the gaping crater directly beneath, nearly, except for the cries of people being freed from the rubble and the whistle of steam engines under loads of heavy debris.

      “By Queen and Country, what in the blazes happened?” I voiced aloud, not daring to actually ask the busy rescue workers all about. It was tempting to leap in and help, but I was quintessentially British. I had a role to play, and diving in the rubble was not it.

      “Quite outdoes anything Guy Fawkes might have plotted, no?” an annoyingly familiar, disturbingly high-pitched male voice tore across the crater.

      I turned, sighing massively into my ample bosom. It had been done up in the whalebone corset, not my usual. I didn’t want to shock the town and draw attention to one of the most progressive women in all of England, and one of the few female Inspectors of the Yard. Yet I could never escape the notice of Arturo C. Adler. I suddenly needed a strong cup of tea, preferably the Irish stuff, thick enough to hold a couple fingers of whiskey in.

      “Yes, Arturo, you insistent hack, what do you have for me?” I said to the shocking vermillion horror approaching. This young man’s perfectly coiffed hair clashed with my hooded cloak and ashen dress. It bounced over the broken foundations and dribbling pipes like a jumping hedgehog. No, there was no going incognito with Adler around.

      “That is no way to speak to a fellow detective,” accused Arturo.

      One could always count on his rainbow-speckled do popping up whenever there was an incident in London Town. One could also count on his knowing every detail of a police case an alarmingly short time later. His knack for finding things out so quickly was disarming, as if he had been trained by an old hand at investigations.

      “I am a detective. You are a nosy busybody with far too much time on your hands,” I insulted the dapper fellow. If it were not for the ridiculous magnifying glass, he could have been mistaken for a cheese-headed toff.

      “Our pillow talk never ceases to amuse,” Adler jeered. “Let us to the matter at hand. This case is certainly more interesting than some truncheon-bearing troll.”

      “Will you stop putting my face in that plate of treacle? I thanked you properly for your help in the Blackfriar Bludgeoner case.”

      “But not with what I was promised. I did so want to meet the Queen,” finished Adler with a theatrical longing.

      I wanted to strike him.

      The Blackfriar Bludgeoner had been the latest upset in a respectable career. The culprit was an ornery stable master, fed up with the steam cabbies taking over all his business and scaring his mares with their incessant conflagrations. He had taken a pair of heavy shoe tongs to a particularly insulting driver, and everything had snowballed from there.

      The solution to the case hadn’t been completely to my merit. I had had help, only Arturo C. Adler specialized in consultations, not public attention. Chalk one up to Vanessa Hargreaves, Scotland Yard’s fifth female Inspector, symbol of a changing Britain. Only give credit where credit is due, as I didn’t actually solve anything.

      The case of the Blackfriar Bludgeoner, while not particularly emblematic of my deductive powers, nevertheless propelled me to the attention of a certain Thelonious Thatcher. It was an alias I suspect has more to do with Her Majesty’s inner circle than British Intelligence. Oh, posh, I hear the tossers say, everyone knows Her Majesty’s secret government operates out of the Diogenes Club! If it were a secret, why should John Bull know of it at all? Long story short, when the neighborhood of Westminster disappeared overnight, I was the prime understudy to play Her Majesty’s catspaw.

      Yes, for not only was I, Vanessa Hargreaves, an Inspector of Scotland Yard (an institution with an outdated moniker; headquarters was currently located just across the Thames, on the scenic Victoria Embankment) I was also the secret confidant of Queen Victoria III, Matriarch of the British Commonwealth, Empress of India, Bastion of the Lands Beyond, titles, etc. If Adler ever got to the Queen through Hargreaves, he might very well end up ruling the country. Thankfully, the fellow seemed satisfied with the odd tease of a tea date.

      “What have we here?” I diverted instead, pointedly ignoring offenses taken. I knew Adler could never resist a mystery, or a chance to be inappropriately witty. Proper genius never could.

      “At least they didn’t take the Tower,” Adler began, swallowing it hook, line, and sinker. “Think how the ravens would have fared. Instead, the entirety of Westminster seems to have up and vanished, inconveniencing a much inferior species of congress.”

      “A couple blocks square does not an entirety make,” I griped on the technicality.

      Although, I had to admit, most of it was gone, including the Houses of Parliament and the Abbey. Again, the interrupted skyline loomed like an open wound overhead, bleeding odd dribbles of wet mist. Who could have done this? More importantly, with what instrument? Buildings did not simply disappear overnight in a flash of thunder, certainly not some of the most well-guarded buildings in all of Britain. Someone would pay for injuring my beloved England in so ghastly a manner.

      Whatever else Arturo could be faulted with, his craft of detection was indeed top-notch. Also, he always smelled a little like honey. At the moment, he was bent into a spectacular spray of velvet and lace, at the rim of the crater. Even the way he recovered evidence was flamboyant. He scattered dirt and soot with a magician’s flourish—downwind of his clothes, of course.

      “What do you see?” Arturo asked, bemused and businesslike.

      “I see fired brick and soot dust. A hot shovel, perhaps?” I was no dullard. I knew very well no engine in existence could produce such an effect. But I had learned very long ago to play to Arturo’s intellectual vanity.

      “It is not only soot, but blackened glass—a very precise line of it.”

      “No shovel could have done this,” I said, needlessly, but it did stimulate the senses. The line of glass was very particular, occurring only in a perimeter round the outermost edges of the crater.

      “It takes a very high heat indeed to melt the wet clay and sand of the Thames into glass. Steam is not capable. An arc of plasma, perhaps? Or of ether?” Arturo remarked as he paced the rim.

      “No explosive, certainly. There is no shrapnel, nor enough debris to constitute the whole.” Odd—if one wished to destroy a symbol of Britain such as Westminster, a well-placed bomb might have done the job more spectacularly, eliminating it from psyche as well as address.

      At that moment I could see a pair of other Inspectors round the other side of the crater, scattered amongst the Army and Navy men. It would not do for them to see me putting my fork in their pudding, so to speak. My status as one of few female Inspectors in the Service was insult enough to some. But the worst to happen would be the discovery of Vanessa Hargreaves as the catspaw of Victoria III. I would become useless to the Queen.

      I began to stride casually in the opposite direction. Here, a steady cascade of the Thames still fell into the vast crater, and the footing was difficult even for my sturdy, familiar boots. My dress had been cut in a very cunning manner, simultaneously at the height of English modesty while affording a remarkable range of motion. Besides the convenient hood covering the red-gold of my hair, there were several hidden pockets, and a gun holster for my favorite .22 Tranter. Its weight, and the tiny derringer in my boot, were old friends.

      “Note how the edges are cut precisely round key portions of the foundation. It appears our villain desired to keep these landmarks whole, and even aesthetically complete. Certain architectural elements are preserved. I remember Richard the Lionheart being right there,” I observed as I picked my way round, looking for all the world like a passerby trailing a violently exploding box of lace.

      “Such a thing would have been impossible for conventional tools,” Adler remarked. “If we are to presume such a ludicrous thing as the theft of architecture, the deed could only have been done from above. We live in an age of wonders, certainly, but to do such a thing is the realm of the gods, titans, giants. A burning finger, perhaps.”

      “Maybe not so high as that,” I mused. I turned upward, towards the bloated, floating shapes circling a perimeter of the area, and caught Arturo peering at me. He had once described me as leonine, though that may have been a jibe. “An airship might have done it.”

      “I grant you the bird’s eye view, but one so powerful must also be quite vast. It would not have escaped notice.”

      I sighted along the perimeter. The airships stood out as black specks against the chalk sky. Some of them were curious gentry, others hired by periodicals and gonzos to take photograms from up high. The few legitimate authorities were proper Royal Navy ships, dark with armor plate. Amongst the darting minnows trawled two vast, angled whales—the pride of the Commonwealth—each one a drifting cathedral easily several times the breadth of the Abbey. Redolent with lion and unicorn decorations, the Knights of the Round were always impressive, eclipsing other Balaenopteron-class easily with their disciplined, liveried majesty.

      Still, I could not imagine even such a ship carrying off a piece of London for its own.  Besides, only seven of the Knights existed, most of them tasked with defending the far reaches of the Empire. All seven together, perhaps, but as I had only the previous evening dined with Captain Leeds of The Gwain, I doubted such a coup d’etat was possible. The Leeds’ chef produced a wonderfully timed beef Wellington, unfit for the lips of anarchists.

      “I have a few good leads,” Adler mentioned finally, as if I would not have pounced upon his neck and torn the information from his throat otherwise.

      The infuriating man! I did not fall for the ploy, choosing to wait him out. In a moment, I was rewarded with clues freely given. “Witnesses saw a ship flying Moroccan colors. Impossible, of course, with the embargo still in effect. Likely a pirate vessel. Others along the Thames report men with, quote, “picture house” accents in the area. Several of them mentioned the terrible cold this year.”

      “Puts them in Oxford. Thank you, Arturo; I’ll likely not get any better.”

      “I exist to serve,” sang Adler.

      In a moment, he had disappeared into the gathering crowd. There were plenty of fascinating Londoners in various outlandish dress coming to gape at the calamity, and Arturo C. Adler was a master of disguise.
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          In Which Historic Oxford Hides Intrigue And Danger

        

      

    

    
      A fogged-over Oxford sunset found me before the grounds of one of innumerable, stately buildings of the historic city. This one in particular was fairly nondescript, one of the many dreaming spires in a late Gothic style, and as proudly inhospitable to steam carriages as any of its brothers. It would have disappeared into the harmonious beauty of Oxford, had it not been missing the entirety of its southern face. Blue tarpaulin covered up this blasphemy against architecture, and smells of damp danced with char and rotted mulch.

      “It might be overzealous of me, but it appears Arturo’s clue is paying dividends,” I murmured in the sleepy, narrow street. I recognized the coppery smell of melted glass—it was the same as Westminster. Beneath the tarpaulin, a cursory examination revealed similar burn marks. Time to avail myself of the local fauna, I ruminated. What would the birdies be whispering?

      The closest pub I could find was a classy professors’ haunt packed with leather-bound volumes in the brandy-scented walls. No catcalls here, but the concealed leering of twenty tweed-suited pairs of eyes followed me into the embrace of a Chesterfield chair. There had been little need to come in full undercover. A combination of full-figured corset beneath a navy travel dress revealed only a suggestion of ankle. Nevertheless, the golden bun dribbling tresses over my neck was sufficient to bedazzle the inhabitants. My bottom had scarcely begun to warm the excellent leather before the first drink arrived.

      Four patrons drunk under the table and some hours later, I had the inklings of a lead. Of the strange characters reported seen in London, the patrons had no clue. Admittedly, I hadn’t much of a description to work from in the first place. Reports of a brilliant light accompanied by a thunderous clamor, a fortnight ago, appeared more promising. The din had resulted from the loss of the façade I had visited earlier in the day, but nobody knew what it could be. The building itself was one of many respected laboratory facilities in a city as respectful of the sciences as Oxford.

      Such a phenomenon matched the reports of Westminster’s destruction (or acquisition?) like teeth to a gear. Had some device or contraption been tested here, discharged to disastrous effect, and rushed down to London before it could be investigated? What could possibly have produced such an astounding destructive force? The night left me with more questions than answers.

      Under a gothic arch in the gates of the laboratory the next morning, my particular brand of investigation began to catch up with me. Even the Gerhardt tablets could not suppress feelings of nausea or the almighty hammering in my noggin. Sensible women should not be gallivanting about gentlemen’s clubs at all hours of the evening, progressive England be damned! Then again, I doubted any of the Queen’s other agents could be sensible people. Morning kippers picked up my spirits a bit, but even Oxford’s legendary pax academia could not dissuade a sense of foreboding. Quite apart from my general queasiness, I felt the familiar copper tang of danger approaching.

      Entry into the laboratory proved fairly simple, at least. I dared not flash my Metropolitan Police Service identity this far from her jurisdiction, but I had not escaped the drear pits of uniformed service without the magic bullet of resourcefulness. I merely pranced through the front door and pretended to faint dead away, clutching at my corsetry in a fit of prudish martyrdom.

      “Quickly, get her out of the entry chamber!” someone commanded, directing others to pull me from the closet-sized nook just inside the door.

      I remember hearing a gush of air as I passed through. Negative pressure, gentlemen? This was fancy security, not counting the four guards attending to my lady’s needs. The fools rushed about like headless chickens, going for smelling salts, water, sensibilities best reserved for inebriated duchesses or hopeless invalids. In the hubbub, I merely rolled off the rough bench and slipped through a nearby door.

      “The laboratory should be about…” I mused, once I entered the labyrinthine galleries of the building.

      There was nobody about, and it was perfectly safe to speak to myself in hushed tones. Always speak to the most intelligent person in the room, what. Even the interior of the building proved tastefully appointed, built in a grand old style and not simply cut like biscuits into institutionalized blocks. The building appeared to be a multiple-use laboratory, with several partitions and independent research teams behind thick steel doors.  Eventually, I found the cordoned-off rubble behind two more sets of pressure seals.

      “No respect for architecture. Not locals,” I reasoned. “But intelligent enough to make use of some very sophisticated equipment.”

      Behind sheets of thin canvas, the catastrophically gutted laboratory spoke volumes. A high, vaulted ceiling suggested something quite large, and the skeletons of platforms provided a degree of dimension roughly the width of a horse, and the height of a dirigible’s floor at boarding. The warped, splintered corpses of workbenches lay scattered in a rough spray toward the ruined wall, which colored everything within the lapis of tarpaulin. Glass crunched underfoot, still marked by increment measures. One forlorn blackboard lay tumbled off its rolling frame like an ignored senior professor in the corner of the room. From the center of the room to the ruined window, a clean swath of flooring showed a pattern of something seemingly blown away by a strong wind.

      “Hello, what’s this?” I said, perhaps too loudly. No aged professor appeared to chastise me, so I went ahead and poked through the room.

      Though much of what had not been annihilated in the explosion had been carefully smeared out or burned, I was able to pick my way through the rubble toward signs of a hurried activity. Not a soul stirred in the entire laboratory, but in one corner a bureau had been tipped over and set aflame. I bent to sift through the blackened papers under the hulking sentry of scaffolding in the high-ceilinged chamber.

      “Not an explosion,” I decided as I searched. “One direction of destruction. The clean floor, bolt holes in the frame, looks like whatever it was had been airlifted by dirigible by the time any authorities arrived.”

      Slowly, I was beginning to work out something of what had happened. Someone had been building some kind of weapon, and it had likely discharged prematurely. Such a spectacular display not only necessitated a hasty departure, but a shifting of timetables resulting in the nefarious theft of a national landmark. I allowed myself an amused smirk. It was like some child’s educational picture-house piece, where the mistress thief went from place to place stealing national symbols whilst waifs attempted to catch her through the deployment of world geography.

      The room looked well-worn in, as if whomever had been here made themselves quite at home. I counted seven workstations, each with a sprinkling of photogram frames, souvenir figurines and various personal charms as made a worker feel more comfortable in their place of business. It had been a carefully planned stratagem suddenly pushed into application, then. If so…

      “There we are,” I whispered, clutching in my hand a half-burned vellum folder. Surely what had protected this sheaf of documents had been the file’s very thickness. Before I could examine the contents, voices in the hall beyond signaled tea time was up.

      I stuffed the leaves into one of many hidden pockets. From my assessment of the male populace the night before, there ought to be few in Oxford suspicious of a woman having pockets. The region was sadly debased in feminine progress in spite of—or because of—academia. In a moment, the men reached the hallway just outside the canvas partitions and proved me very much correct. They swiftly escorted me away once I feigned a spell of disorientation. I had to thank the antiquated forces of fashion pigheadedness for one small boon.

      There was nothing more to do than put on a mummery fit for the Globe, staggering down the hall apparently shaken and lost but none the worse for wear. As I left the guards looking to one another in their silent pact of ineptitude, I assumed a brisk trot beneath Oxford’s famous dreaming spires, heading toward her nearby hotel room to examine my prize.

      It took all of four paces before I noticed the presence of another practitioner of the feminine arts dogging my steps with a flurry of French lace. As I rounded a cramped Romanesque palazzo, I caught the reflection of a scarlet figure trimmed in black, about a street behind.

      “I believe I am shadowed,” I took the chance to remark to a stray calico, who seemed as comfortable on its patch of Baroque sculpting as I was alienated by Oxford’s convoluted streets. For four or five blocks ago, I had already become quite lost in attempts to lose my tail. The malicious stalker seemed content, and quite unfazed, in drifting between the colleges and universities after a confused London Inspector.

      The calico yawned, almightily.

      “Let us see if a change of scene will put a bee in her bonnet,” I concluded.

      When the cat had had enough of my attentions it bounded up a trellis of ivy and I continued on my way. It was still early in the afternoon, but the spires’ shadows tended to put the streets in gloom. In the fading light, a fatigued lady gesturing for a cab did not seem like it would be out of place, and so I did so, along a busy interchange. As I got into the rumbling, bubbling carriage, the warm comfort of the cabin nearly disarmed me. Where were the cramped London rigs with their scalding pipework and hard, buckwheat seats? There were some advantages to travel, I concluded.

      I commanded the driver to proceed in a convoluted fashion through the busiest parts of the city. Barely had their gears clunked into place when I observed my tail hailing a cab of her own. Then she was lost around a corner. I waited a good four turnings before alighting from the cab in a darkened alley full of Venetian archways. In a manner of speaking. I did not so much alight as hoist myself out of the cab’s skylight onto a passing archway.

      In a moment, I observed the bumbling passage of another cab, a coach, in fact, able to seat six. I dared not peer into the windows from my vantage point atop the arch, but thankfully I possessed the single most useful tool in the Metropolitan Police Service arsenal; a notebook. Within its leaves were written a set of carefully dictated directions. As I did not know the way, these were taken down at the discretion of my cab driver. The middle-aged, dun-colored fellow had been quite keen at participating in some tuppenny spy fiction nonsense. I had, of course, couched it in terms of a game between members of the idyllic gentry.

      Climbing across verandas and through gardens, I soon reached the agreed spot. My conservative traveling dress was well made for the activity, sliding in and out of place with cunningly cut panels and slits. Between two lazy townhouses, I crouched behind a nook of masonry perched atop a loosely trafficked bit of road. In a moment, the scuffed black of her cab rumbled by, followed inconspicuously by the heavy coach. This happened twice more, before the coach overtook the little cab and swung out in front, stopping not four paces from my hiding spot.

      With the precision of a well-trained team, four men swung out of the coach and accosted the cab. None of them matched. They looked assembled out of various berets, suits, and jackets, from all walks of life. The original pursuer, the black-and-scarlet woman, followed close behind. Soon I was treated to the pleasure of their shock as they opened the cab and found only a duster and some plush cushions tumbling out. It had been easy enough to mock up. I had paid the driver to continue driving about with the duster propped up in the back, in a rough facsimile of myself perhaps slouched to read a recently acquired sheaf of papers. Evidently infuriated, the pursuers yanked open the driver’s side door and began to yell.

      A moment of gut-wrenching panic ensued. All the training in the Service had bequeathed an Inspector of my caliber, but my plan had still been a plan concocted on the fly, with what resources I possessed. All manner of things could go wrong. A secondary stalker might place his hands round my neck the very next moment. There might be well-trained marksmen in the group, able to guess, then count and spot every place I could be hiding. I am an Inspector, not a seasoned operative of British Intelligence. Murphy’s Law haunts me constantly, a spectre of uncertainty. Worst of all, I had no idea for whom these people might be working. For all I knew, they had been given leave to kill or torture an innocent driver simply for crossing their path. This sort of thing keeps me in a week’s supply of digestives at all times.

      The driver slammed his hand against the offending coach, making my pursuers jump.

      “Good man,” I murmured as I watched the exchange, and breathed a sigh of relief.

      My driver turned out to be a darn good thespian, feigning surprise enough for the picture house. The whole affair occupied no more than two minutes. Finding the irritating driver knew nothing, the whole party piled into the coach once again and took off at full steam. My driver chuckled visibly to himself, waved at my hiding spot and moved on.

      While the incident was well within control, I felt a little disappointed. I had hoped to learn something of my pursuers, but only confirmed my suspicions; these were well-trained men—and a woman—deployed by a very cautious puppet master. This Inspector counted herself fortunate, and in the manner of all those who dealt with danger regularly, I resolved to use what little luck I had while I had it. Right there on the street, I found a spot of liquid lamplight and undid the vellum file from the laboratory.

      What lay within was a labyrinth of numbers: invoices, logistics accounts, expenditure records. I feared for a moment I had defended a useless pile of beans, but this resourceful young Inspector had not risen to rank on the merits of her golden locks alone. In a moment, I had a lead amidst a pile of contractor’s invoices. Steamboat Man, a moving firm whose services seemed far too overpriced for a simple airship delivery service.

      I was quite sure, if I cared to visit the local town registry, no such company would be logged in the Oxford mooring offices, nor any such office in Britain. Instead, I pointed my sturdy walking boots in the direction of the nearest airmen’s pub, and another hangover.
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      Though it cost a fortune in Gerhardt tablets and a long soak in the hotel tub scrubbing the scent of inebriation from my body, in the morning I had the answer. With all speed I called for pen and paper, and wrote out a missive to Arturo C. Adler.

      Arturo. Oxford yielding dividends. Will attend Steamboat Man down to Portland. Reports of Moroccan troupe treading the boards. Our mutual friends don’t seem to like theatre. You would hate it. Will contact you when I arrive. Be assured your company, though welcome, is unnecessary.

      Which roughly translated to:

      You two-pence hack, Oxford, was a good lead for once. I have a suspect under the alias of Steamboat Man, reportedly flying a ship with Morroccan colors in Portland. Pirate dirigible, most likely, and a boat our enemies don’t want me to find. Wouldn’t you just love to meet a pirate? Tough titty. I’ll write when I get there. Stay out of this! I mean it!

      As I sealed and mailed the letter via overnight dirigible, I felt satisfied Arturo’s insatiable thirst for meddling now provided me a watchful guardian over an impending journey south. I was also not in the least bit surprised to learn a multiple-use laboratory building had been destroyed in a gas explosion late in the night. Innumerable Gothic arches had been reduced to rubble in a spectacular fireball.

      It was the second such disaster to happen to such a grand old building, but as I would soon find, not the last to happen to me. Weeks of working in the Jilted Merman only resulted in an encyclopedic categorization of various types of lout and brute. Aristotle would have been proud. Her Majesty, less so. Then there were the rumors of some calamity making its way over Europe. The news of Big Ben had spread, weighing heavily on my brow. Even the locals were nervous about something more than the Ottomans.

      Still, I managed to discover through rumors that a certain Captain Samuel Clemens was known to make use of the Steamboat Man moniker. He had a number of known associates: the Bull Shark, the Oxfordian, the Manchu Marauder. The infamous pirate who was renowned through Mississippi and all of the Americas had disappeared for some years. I knew if I waited long enough at a seedy pirate pub I would come across one of his friends.

      When the Oriental came to the pub on the night after the Huckleberry had been seen near Portland, I knew it had to be him.

      “I’m looking for a man.”

      “Are you sure?” I had answered the Manchu Marauder, but my heart nearly beat out of my chest. Though I was elated at having found one of the Steamboat Man’s cohorts, I did make a very teensy miscalculation in confronting the pirate.

      Bollocks. The tarpaulin over my hair reeked of old popcorn and fairy floss.
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