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  The Hills are Green


   



  The hills are golden


  Summer heat has parched their vibrant hue


  Covering the horizon in a memorial


  Gazing thirsty ever skywards


  A prayer for moisture - blood for the drying land


   



  The night is longing


  A long road home lined in scarlet


  Dutch windows offer rest and comfort


  A last meager meal arousing


  Deeper hungers - prayer for blood in drying hearts


   



  A ghostly whispering


  Awakening sleeping forest fauns


  The ache of Bacchus unsanctified by ecstasy


  The spirit shape becoming now


  Solid, arresting—a whispered prayer made flesh


   



  The light is growing


  Sax-stained notes of bleeding blue


  Your spectre in the fog dances just beyond my reach


  A promise unsaid enticed me


  The future calls, singing dreamscapes with your voice


   



  The hills are greening


  Dancing rains have brought them emerald true


  Springing anew from summer's fallowing mystery


  It is a dream for waking days,


  A phantom prayer in vain on God's deaf ears


   



  Dedication


   



  Because it's long overdue

  This one's for Mike Perschon and Chris Garcia
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  If you're a longtime steampunker, welcome! It's probably safe for you to skip this introduction. If this is the first time you've picked up a book with the word “steampunk” on the spine, you might find a bit of explanation in order.


  Like you, I was mugged by steampunk. Someone sprang it on me out of the blue, and it seemed a completely nonsensical term (even with its obvious connection to cyberpunk). In my case, it all started with a party. A Steampunk party. In fact, the first time I ever heard the word was on the invitation. When I asked what the hell “steampunk” was, the sender of the invitation—one Gail Carriger (whose Parasol Protectorate books have since caused something of a sensation for their singularly delightful sense of fun and frivolity)—explained with a single phrase: “Captain Nemo in the future.” The explanation might have been imprecise, but it got the message across to this longtime student of the Victorian era.


  Thus, I thought I was well-prepared for the experience of hanging around with a bunch of retrohistorical re-enactors. I really wasn't. I was expecting to find a Victorian analog to Civil War re-enactment, but steampunk culture bears the same relationship to Victorian history as Disney's Sword in the Stone bears to the 6th-8th century British Isles. It took a bit of getting used to. But once I found the groove (and added “pretty nifty fashion statement” to my mental map of corsetry evolution, which previously ran from “over-elaborate structural underwear” through “fetishwear” to “Klingon battle armor”) I had a marvelous time.


  Steampunk has as many definitions as there are people with affection (or antipathy) for it. It's a Live-Action-Role-Play culture. It's a club for enthusiasts of historical science fiction. It's a brass finish on cyberpunk goth rebellion. It's left-wing libertarianism mixed with right-wing militarism and spiked with a sense of individualistic communism. It's a fashion statement. It's a literary genre. But for my money, Mike Perschon (the world's first Ph.D. In Steampunk Literature) summed it all up with his simple definition: “Steampunk is an aesthetic.”


  Five years later, I'm a confirmed dabbler. Steampunk gratifies my desire to return to that world of emergence and complication that was the Victorian era. The aesthetic is a marvelous gateway to the fantastical, and the fan culture is an even greater mass of contradictions than was the era itself. Particularly, I find myself struck again and again by the poignancy of a culture caught between agrarian feudalism and industrial modernity—the sense of loss and promise, the oppression and freedom, the poverty and opportunity jammed up side-by-side in a world unfolding both too quickly and too slowly for all concerned.


  You'll find those concerns reflected in these six stories that range from the mundane to the fantastical, the tragic to the comic, the personal to the satirical. Step into my parlor and have some tea, and allow me to regale you with these tales from a past that never was, a future that might have been, and worlds just two steps to the left through the cupboard door.


  These are my Frock Coat Dreams—may they send you to yours with visions of possibility playing behind your eyes.


   



  -J. Daniel Sawyer


  San Francisco, California


  January 2013


  
 Phone Fascination



   



  Mangled mutterings;


  associative, asinine


  repetitive ramblings


  tripping tongues


  lightly leaping


  subjectless substance,


  measured meaning


  inferred iterations


  bemused before


  softly slumbering


  lingering limbs


  narrating nothing


  germane, just


  lively living


  dappling daylight


  silent singing


  offering of


  lovers longing.


  Wizened wizards


  alchemist allies


  healing hearts


  magic marvels


  lost in loving,


  languorous lyrics,


  warming words.


  
 Train Time


  For Wendy


   



  Tap, tap, tap.


  The cane foot tapped measuredly on the plank, hammering out a steady tick-tock rhythm. It was not a rubber foot, such as had been common on cane-feet for a century now, but a proper pinned steel cane foot, suitable for a weapon or a prop to lean on or a scepter with which to gesticulate. It kept its clock-like rhythm even as a steam engine pulled out of the station, a few feet from the bench where its owner sat in his frock coat and top hat, measuring the minutes in percussive time.


  The late afternoon summer was dry and hot, save for the oppressive blasts of humidity that coated the ticket window with fog for a few brief moments when a locomotive deigned to grace the lonely platform with its presence. The endless in-between times stretched on like the deep-split grain of the wooden planks that seemed to continue uninterrupted from one floorboard to the next. Across the double-tracks, past the far platform, flies and weevils swarmed above the autumn grain, taking from it what pickings they could before the harvest.


  It was the last day of summer. Soon the dust would rise from the fields and the northern world would hunker down for a winter season that was comfortable and warm, circumscribed by brick and fiberglass, hearths long since replaced by electric heaters. The days when people froze to death for want of wood, or heating oil, or gas were well gone, but the anachronistic frock coat and cane went seemingly unnoticed on the forgotten railway line, where steam power serviced the nostalgic aging population whose automated homes drew nuclear power from the worldwide grid.


  The coming months would be a time of hibernation for Europe, but neither the cold slow yearly death the old world had endured, nor the slowed down fallow time of the new world, were in the future of this man from out the storybooks of Conan Doyle or the misty streets of Whitechapel. And yet, for all his out-of-place formality, the bench he sat on was wrought iron, and the foot of his cane kept perfect time. He seemed a fixture in the weatherbeaten station.


  The steel band left small indentations in the old, gray oak, and the cane's wielder was beginning to regret his promise to await the train from Bonn. It had seemed like a good idea at the time; it had seemed the most natural thing in the world. Leaving Gibraltar, they each had business to attend to, loose ends of past lives to tie up before they embarked together for the new frontier. She could have flown in, of course—the airport was near enough from their ship's moorings—or she could have driven. But somehow, even back in Morocco, the steam train had seemed best. It had seemed fitting that they leave their old world behind in proper style, and the Orient Express ran right past their destination.


  So, it had been settled. They had kissed goodbye with promises to meet in two months. There had been chats, and vid calls, and letters, and every other sort of communication that was available to them, and when they got busy and went without each other for a few days or a week, their reconnection was that much sweeter for the absence. She was a hunger for him, as real as his need for meat and far more dearly sought, while he was to her like water. That's what she had said, over and over again.


   



  Tap. Tap. Tap.


   



  That was what she had said, and he had believed her. But he had been here, waiting on the Orient Express, its last run of the summer, for two days. It had been delayed, there had been no word. Perhaps a mechanical breakdown had stranded it in a high pass—but he discarded the notion as soon as it occurred to him. This wasn't the nineteenth century—there were were sat phones and radios, and if nothing else the ticket agent should know something.


  But if he knew anything, he wasn't telling.


  She was a practical woman, not one to wait around for repairs. If the train were stranded she'd probably find a flat to let while she waited, even though the train had comfortable accommodations. She'd want to take advantage of a last chance to explore an alpine village. She'd dig in and sample the culture, find a club with a good local band and drink microbrews. She'd tour the local historical monuments and maybe have a long conversation over chess in whatever language was spoken in that remote corner of the world.


  She spoke all the languages, she'd have no trouble blending in.


  But when her train departed she'd be on her way to him again, forsaking whatever brief affair she found to occupy her time, to be her last hurrah.


  Assuming she had gotten on the train at all. Assuming she would tear herself away from her new life by the stranded train.


   



  Tap. Tap. Tap.


   



  That was, of course, assuming that she was even able to board, or re-board. Even in today's relatively safe world she may have met with intrigue, or accident. She could have been abducted and ferried off to one of the remote corners of the world where they trafficked in women like her...but no. Of course she would come. It was not her fault that the train had been inexplicably delayed. Was it possible that it had simply vanished? Certainly there had been two other coaches through from Berlin, how else could they have gotten through if the old master of the European railway had fallen on hard times and was blocking the track? Could it have slipped through some tear in the fabric of the universe, vanishing in the mountains like an ancient Roman legion?


  As ridiculous as it sounded, it seemed the only thing that fit the facts.
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