
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Star To Steer Her By
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“All I ask is a tall ship, and a star to steer her by,” Rebecca Aridesia quoted, alone on Storm Empress’s bridge as her ship approached the Dublin docks. She closed her eyes. The chill wind washed over her cheeks. The steady breeze from the open windows tugged at her pinned braids, and slipped underneath the knee-length hem of her elegant red coat, trimmed with gold brocade. A gift from her sister’s loving hands, the rich fabric and elegant cut mimicked the pirate illustrations in their favorite stories.

Her eyes snapped open. She firmed her grip on the clockwork controls, extending her left arm. Empress’s port sails matched her movement, opening to catch the last stutters of the evening updrafts.

The maneuver pushed Empress in close to the Dublin dirigible docks. The giant red and gold envelope containing the massive helium ballonets gleamed in the fading sunlight. The pale canvas sails caught the sunset’s fiery light, making them appear to be rose and crimson as well. On the upper levels of the multi-tiered berths, the dockmaster shouted at her, jabbing his gloved forefinger at the windsock mounted on the dock’s upper pylons.

Rebecca ignored him, concentrating on manipulating the flexible grapple hook. With no lookout, she used mirrors to guide the segmented copper claw to the rusty steel docking hoop. As the two metals kissed, a sudden gust flew in from the sea, sending a fierce updraft along the docks. Storm Empress’s grapple closed tight, and held her securely in place.

Above her, the blue and white North Sea Star was not so lucky. The updraft blew the airship a dozen yards skyward. They would have to circle around, and take a new approach. They’ll have to wait for a new opening. The Dublin docks were busy, with airships docking and departing at all hours of the day and night.

Dockmaster Halloran’s bushy white eyebrows crawled on his face like spastic caterpillars as he glowered at her for ignoring his warnings. 

Rebecca rolled her eyes, tucking Empress’s sails against the gondola’s wooden hull before triggering the furling mechanism. With the setting sun silhouetting her, Halloran wouldn’t catch the disrespectful gesture. Her father had taught her to predict the wind, and she trusted her own instincts over a dirtside bureaucrat’s.

“Well done, beautiful lady.” She patted the polished wooden dashboard which held the heart of her airship. From this spot, she could control the clockwork yardarms for Empress’s sails, the hydraulic rudder, and every other system keeping them both in the air.

Halloran stormed down the dock’s ladder. No doubt he’d be in a terrible mood. Sighing, she unlatched the cargo hold’s doors to admit him. The sooner she completed the humiliation of the paperwork, the sooner she could collect the next round of cargo and get back to the sky.

A soft beep reminded her to shut down the small wind-powered generator before inspection. Empress only used a few electrical systems. Most of the generator’s output went to Rebecca’s personal indulgence, the wireless radio that let her enjoy spotty broadcasts. There wouldn’t be any here. Ireland, like Scotland, and England, had completely renounced both fuel and electrical motors after the Oil Wars. They’d returned to the old ways of mechanical gears and steam power. With the restrictions, a revival in Victorian fashions and customs had swept over Western culture.

“Miss Aridesia!” Halloran’s bellow rang through the gondola.

“That’s Captain Aridesia, you crudescent pile of fermented pig swill,” she muttered under her breath as she closed the wireless cabinet.

His bald pate poked up through the floor hatch. His scowl grew even deeper when he saw her fitted leather breeches and knee-high boots.

“Dockmaster,” she acknowledged his rank politely, even though he’d refused to do the same.

“Hmmph.” He tugged at his indigo uniform jacket. “I suppose it would be too much to hope that you would be respectably dressed.”

As if I could fly Storm Empress in dragging skirts and a corset. “My sister is the one gifted with respectability in our family. I must have been naughty because I only ever found coal in my stocking.”

Predictably, he didn’t laugh at the joke. “You only bring shame upon your family. If you cared at all about Madame Aridesia, her wife, or your nieces, you would take care of your reputation. For their sakes, if not your own.”

Rebecca ground her teeth to prevent herself from answering Halloran’s scolding monologue. Krysia is happy, and doesn’t care about what I wear. Her four nieces certainly didn’t mind their eccentric Auntie Becca, nor did Diane. Even if they did, it would be none of Halloran’s business.

“Dare I hope you’ve kept your papers in order for once? I haven’t the time to sort them for you.” Halloran sniffed, fishing a pair of wire spectacles out of his pocket.

She held out the leather portfolio containing the cargo manifests, travel papers, and border receipts. All of it was meaningless scribbles to her. Only the nobility were taught to read and write. A steady irregular thudding below announced the dockers beginning to unload the cargo from the hold. Come morning light, she would be back in the sky, free and clear of old blowhards like Halloran.

“Four shillings and ninepence.”

Her attention snapped back to the smirking dockmaster. She might be illiterate, but she could certainly calculate. “Docking fees are three shillings.”

“Penalty for reckless flying. You can appeal if you want, Miss Aridesia.” His nasty smirk spread even wider.

I can appeal. And have to pay extra docking fees while I wait for the appeal to be heard. The whole system was impossible for her to win, no matter how carefully she played by the rules. The dirtsiders held all the power. Never mind, I’ll be back in the sky soon.
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