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DEDICATION

 


To Carlene, didn't our first time together rock
your world? *W* The edits were awesome!

 


To Evernight Publishing, the best damn
publisher out there. Thank you for accepting this new series. It's
always a pleasure working with ya'll.

 


To my readers, here's another first—steampunk!
I had so much fun researching the Victorian era and steampunk
machines. Yes, it got me into a few dark areas of the Internet that
ruined my erection for a few hours, lol, but the story was worth
it. I hope you enjoy The Gentlemen Brothers!







A Bit o’ Help with Steampunk Slang:

 


Barmy or Nutter: crazy

Bounder: dishonorable man

Dandy: stylish man, an
insult

Dodgy: dangerous

Flue: chimney

Gack: mess

Git: stupid, childish

Gob Smacked: astounded,
astonished

Grub: food

Three Penny Upright:
prostitute

Toff: rich or upper class
person

Tosser: obnoxious, usually a
male

 


 


 


Social Order in the New
World:

 


King Albert Edward and Queen
Alexandra

Lord and Ladies—Land owners. High
class.

Detectives—Law men and women. Middle
class.

Citizens—Those without land who live in
Dirigibles. Low class.

 


 


 


The world as we know it
according to me father…

 


The world used to be an amazing place.
Trees that changed colour, snow and rain used to pile on the
ground, rivers ran through forests where little boys played, and
there was enough land to hold millions of people. Then one day, the
ground rumbled and shook. Big holes opened up—in the woods, in
towns, and the beautiful cliffs that hugged the ocean crashed down.
The water gobbled up everything in its path. A wave rose, higher
than most mountains, and when it finally returned to the ocean,
there wasn’t much left. The people who survived cried for those
lost as they scrambled to lay claim on the last of the land. Some
people, the very smart ones, started to build. They used whatever
they could and created ships that didn’t float on the sea but
glided in the air. Many people bought those dirigibles to survive
and avoid the big battles for land.

The earth never gave back what it
took.

And so, the survivors of the Great
Wave of 1848 continued on. The wealthy or ruthless claimed whatever
land was left, only the highest mountain peaks remained. The poor
folk, like us, found ourselves a dirigible and took to the sky.
Over the years, the land never returned, but humans carried on. We
created ourselves trade and work in the skies, some on the rich
man’s land. Of course, there were always dangers. My three favorite
boys in the world. Remember that. When the sun goes down, stay
hidden, stay quiet, and never, ever let go of each
other.
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Prologue

 


We’d all heard the stories during
trade or from eavesdropping on the adults. Dirigibles mysteriously
disappearing overnight, bodies found floating in the sea, children
missing, but I never thought it would happen to us.

I had the same name as me father,
Joshua. But I don’t remember land. Never been on it. The great wave
happened ‘fore I was born. Father said he was just a boy about my
age of one and five when the water destroyed most everything. I
think he just fancies telling us the story of how he met Mother and
when they fell in love. He helped build the dirigible we lived on.
Me father wasn’t a rich man, but he weren’t no bounder either. At
least, he wasn’t until me mom spit out me brothers only a year
apart and then got real sick. She died when we was kids. I don’t
remember her much. Now, Father takes jobs were he can. Being that
he can fix the dirigibles, he gets lots o’ jobs to keep us eating
and me brothers eat a lot. Father was on such a task tonight. A
dirigible pulled up beside us and the woman on there was crying. I
don’t like when they cry. It makes me chest hurt.

“Joshua!”

I glanced away from the other ship to
stare down at me youngest brother, Alexander. He was eleven
already, with a head full of sandy brown hair that I liked to mess
up. Made our poor father barmy. “What happened?”

“He took my cookie.”
Alexander’s blue, almost violet eyes stared up at me, wide and
glassy.

I sighed and took his hand. We walked
across the deck where the wind whistled.

It always did that. It was one of the
things I loved about this dirigible. We were never still and it was
never silent. When storms came, we flew over them, or at least as
high as we could, and Father always brought out some ale. We would
each take a sip while he got a full glass, and we ate watching the
storm rage below.

I pulled out of the memory to walk
down the wide staircase that led inside. We had a kitchen, Father’s
room, and the bedroom me brothers and I shared. It wasn’t so bad.
The cheeky buggers were entertaining. “Logan.”

The guilty boy groaned. “I can’t
believe you told on me.” Logan wiped the back of his mouth with his
hand.

“You ate it?” I asked,
mouth downturned, gaze pointed as Father always did. “Next cookie
is Alexander’s.” We only had enough to last us two more days.
Father traded his services to this man with a real nice pregnant
wife. She made us cookies.

Logan rolled angrily onto his back and
stared up at the ceiling. “No.”

“Don’t be a...” I stopped
abruptly at the sound I’d just heard. Was that a yell from outside?
“Logan, take Alexander.”

He sat up and crossed his arms.
“No.”

“We’ll teach you new words
later.” Logan must have heard the panic in my voice because
suddenly, his sullen expression dropped. He grabbed Alexander and
they both headed for the small closet filled with old shirts. I had
heard something. I rushed up the stairs and stood waiting on the
last one. It had been sunset when the other dirigible asked for
help. Now, the night sky fell around us. Bright stars poked through
the darkness. “Father?” I said the word confidently but quietly.
Maybe it was nothing. Maybe I was being paranoid because of all
those stories that I’d heard. Why the bloody hell did adults like
to make up scary stories for us? It’s not like we didn’t have
enough to worry about in this world.

I stepped onto the deck and stared out
at the tall railing. The plank was still down, connecting our ship
to theirs. The wind rustled loudly over their creaking dirigible as
we floated. Large metal wires kept us linked to the newcomers.
“Father?” I whispered, shakier this time. The plank wasn’t that far
away. I walked a few steps closer to it but vowed not to cross
over. He had pounded in my head since I was old enough to grow hair
on me … never mind, the point was to never leave me
brothers.

Something fell to the floor loudly and
I jerked my gaze toward the stairs on the stranger’s deck. Was
that? I covered me gaping mouth with me shaking hands. Me father
lay on the stairs there, not moving. Something was very, very
wrong. I didn’t even hide the sound of my footsteps as I ran to our
bedroom.

“What is it? What’s bloody
wrong?”

“Watch your mouth.” I
sputtered at Logan. “We have to leave.” Father had told me the only
plan he made to keep us safe. There was a small dirigible, one that
consisted of the bottom of our ship. It would hold us three and the
thick panels that gave us energy from sunlight would take us away
from danger. But he was supposed to find us after that. What if he
was dead on those stairs? No. No. That couldn’t be. “To the
backdoor. Now.”

Logan looked pale and terrified. His
dark blue eyes were wide and he was breathing so hard that his
chest looked like he was having a fit. Alexander was more clueless.
He stared at the main door waiting. Probably for Father.

“I said now.” Me light
brown hair fell across my eyes and I brushed strands away as we ran
to the door between our beds. It was stuck, so I tugged, and on the
third try, it opened. “Get it started, I’ll strap Alexander in.” I
glanced back and saw me little brother still standing there.
“Bloody hell.” I sprinted to him, grabbed his arm, and
heaved.

“And where do you think
you’re going?” A deep voice said from the shadows in our cozy
kitchen.

I didn’t think. I slammed the door
shut and engaged the clockwork lock that Father had created. “Run,
Alexander!” I pushed him toward Logan who was now rushing toward
us. Why did no one bloody listen? “Get inside.”

“I’m not leaving without
you,” Logan said. For the first time in his life, he sounded …
grown up.

I nodded and used a hand on each of
their backs to push them forward. Then the wood splintered open. We
had precious minutes to get inside and take off. Not nearly enough
time. Someone grabbed the back of me shirt and tore me from me
brothers. I lurched backward so hard that me arse skidded along the
floor painfully. “Get away!” I screamed the words but nobody ever
listened to me. Logan charged at the man in the black tailcoat,
knocking the dark top hat to the floor along with the man himself.
To my horror, Alexander joined him, stomping and kicking as Logan
punched the stranger in the face. They were nutters, bloody
nutters. “Run!” I yelled as I stumbled to me feet.

“We stick together,” Logan
shouted back and socked the guy right in the nose.

The stranger’s head lolled to the
side. He was out cold. I’d never been so proud of me brothers but I
heard more footsteps on the stairs. I charged toward them as the
loud click echoed. It was just like the cocking of a pistol. My
heart beat so hard in my chest that perhaps I heard wrong. I looked
over me shoulder to see the fat barrel aimed at us. Then the blast
sounded. The smell was thick and pungent. Black smoke puffed out of
the weapon, and the projectile flew over me head and into our
getaway.

“You move. You die,” he
said. He was half in shadow but for his weapon. The man on the
ground popped up. His arms wrapped around me. I struggled against
his hold as he dragged me out of the room. Me brothers were
screaming. I’d promised Father I’d never let them go, but how was I
going to get to them? I kicked backward and caught nothing but
air.

“That’ll be enough out of
you. Bloody kids,” he said, spitting blood as he talked.

Then a sweet smelling cloth pressed to
my face. The last thing I heard were the shrill screams of me
brothers. They were shouting me name.

****

They didn’t kill me. What I mean to
say was that I did wake up. In fact, it must have been sooner than
they expected because I was still on the deck of their ship. Wind
rushed passed me exposed skin. Where were we going? I curled my
fingers and toes. Me blurry vision was straightening out and me
brainbox was feeling less like a broken cog.

“These are going to be a
pretty penny.” The voice was familiar. The top hat man.

“This one is too old. We
can’t put him in the Wrath Project. The younger one is going there.
We have to see about the kid that bit you. But this one is much too
old.” That was the voice of the man with the pistol.

What were they talking about? Where
were me brothers? I knew if I stayed here me chances of helping
them were slim but me father had made me promise to never let them
go.

“He is either digging or
in the project. We ain’t keeping him.” The man let out a sigh. “See
that he gets placed below.” Their heavy footsteps moved
away.

I didn’t really have time to figure
out what to do. One moment I was blinking away the groggy
aftereffects of whatever they gave me. Next second, I felt a push
on me back. The solid airship under me rolled away and then there
was nothing but wind. That bounder had pushed me off! I gasped,
unable to get a lungful as panic set in. If I was meant to fly, I
would have wings. I soared through the dark night which only got
darker as the dirigible pulled away. Would I hit land? Water? Was I
too high to survive? Questions rushed through me brainbox as me
legs and arms flailed about. I was going to die before I could
properly kiss a woman. I was going to be another missing kid in
hushed talks among the traders. Me brothers, bloody hell, what
about me brothers?

Then there was the hard impact of me
body hitting something. I rolled off the hard exterior and whatever
it was broke beneath me. I fell another few feet ‘fore water rushed
up around me. I’d never felt anything so cold before. Me lungs
fought for breath as I sputtered out water. It seeped into me bones
as I kicked me legs, trying to stay afloat. Waves washed over me. I
turned around, unable to find purchase, and more water rushed at me
face. I sputtered and coughed and then me bare feet touched
something solid. I stood up then fell down. Water splashed up my
nose making me eyes tear and causing a retching cough. I sunk me
hands into something solid, well kind of. It fell apart as I
touched it. At least it was keeping me head above the water. I
crawled, and me head hurt so bad I thought I might just die. I
pulled meself upward with the last threads of me strength and then
collapsed. Water still lapped at me legs but most of me body was
free of that awful stuff.

“Bloody hell, boy, you’re
still alive.”

I didn’t even bother to see who spoke.
I was to transfixed by what I lay on. Land. It was dirt that had
fallen apart in my hands and a tree that had broken up me fall. The
steady motion of being on land made me want to fall over. I missed
the rocking of the dirigible and where was the wind? There was no
sound but strange clicking noises.

A shadowed man turned me onto me back.
“You’re all right, boy. You’ll be all right,” he muttered and
helped me sit up.

I had no idea if he was dodgy or me
hero, but I lay in his arms like a whelp.

“Deep breaths, nice deep
breaths.” He kept talking as we sat there on the land. Water rushed
against his spats, protecting his fancy shoes. “I’m Lord Peasley,”
he said then pushed me hair out of me face. “You’re safe
now.”

I felt safe here, but me brothers
weren’t.


Chapter One

 


I still had nightmares about falling.
I’d wake up in bed flailing about and gasping for breath. Sweat
soaked my sheets and nearly drown me in memories. But that had been
a long time ago. Fifteen years to be specific, and I was no longer
that boy. I was now a detective. In fact, I was in my room in a
small dirigible with the royal crest plastered on the side. Fifteen
years and no leads on my brothers. I’d spent a week recovering from
broken bones in Lord Peasley’s home. When I told him what had
happened on that dirigible, he told me that this wasn’t the first
time he’d heard of such a thing. Apparently, the rumors of missing
children and dirigibles lost overnight, were true. That man was a
Godsend. He healed me, let me live in his home with his only son
Valence, and helped me search for my brothers. After several years
of finding nothing related to them, classes, tests and learning to
be proper, I was a detective. I wanted to help people. I also
thought it might help me find my brothers.

I sat up in bed and rubbed a hand over
my face. My palm came back shiny with sweat. The world’s average
temperature was now around seventy-five degrees all year round
except at the poles. I wondered if it was the heat or my nightmares
that caused the perspiration. The thin blanket was
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