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  Introduction


  


  


  Welcome to Airship Shaped and Bristol Fashion, the first in what we hope will be a series of anthologies produced in association with the BristolCon Foundation. When we first discussed the idea of using any extra money generated through BristolCon to give something back to the local speculative fiction scene, we came up with a simple mission statement:


  


  To encourage the creation and enjoyment of Speculative Fiction, in all its forms, with a focus on the West Country and South Wales.


  


  We have done this through BristolCon, through our Fringe events which include readings from up and coming local SF&F writers, and, now, for the first time, through this anthology.


  We wanted to provide a platform for new writing, so we’re delighted that so many of the stories in this book are from previously-unpublished writers. We have worked closely with our authors throughout the editorial process, offering guidance, support and encouragement where it was needed, and all of them came through for us in remarkable, unexpected ways. We hope they take away from the experience as much as they’ve given us; it’s been a learning curve on both sides!


  The theme of the anthology comes back to our Bristolian roots. We looked at Bristol, city of brass and rivets, home to Brunel’s SS Great Britain and the Clifton Suspension Bridge, and we thought “Steampunk.” And then we thought, “Why not?” But we wanted to do more than collect stories about swashbuckling adventurers in rose-tinted goggles, so we asked for stories that delved a little deeper into the dark side of Victoriana. We received a terrific spread of stories, ranging from light-hearted to shadowy and tragic. Some strong themes emerged, and we have organised the anthology to bring these to the fore. “Less Than Men?”, opening the anthology, deals with slavery and the growing desire for emancipation. “Lost Souls” is where you’ll find the creepy and the fantastic; ghosts and ghouls and wandering spirits. And “Travelling Light” is where you’ll find the bold adventurers; the magnificent men and women in their flying machines, slicing through space and time.


  We are indebted to Gareth L. Powell for his epigraph but most importantly for the excellent title. Thanks also go to Wizard’s Tower Press for support during the editing and publishing process, and for pushing us to do a steampunk anthology in the first place, Kate the proof reader for herding everyone’s semi-colons into the right places, Andy Bigwood for the lovely cover art, and of course all our authors. See you on the other side of the aetheric portal…


  


  Roz Clarke & Joanne Hall

  November 2013


  


  PART I


  Less Than Men?


  


  Case of the Vapours


  - Ken Shinn -


  


  


  “Bodysnatching.”


  I paused as I raised the match to my cigarette.


  “That’s… unusual. Resurrectionism is pretty much unheard of in these enlightened times.”


  It had given me pause. I felt unwelcome heat at my fingertips, applied the flame to the fag, and shook it out. “So, why bring it to me? Wouldn’t the police be more obvious?”


  “Mr. Bowyer, this is a private matter. A valuable possession has been stolen, but that is very much my household’s concern. We would like this affair resolved with the minimum of bureaucratic interference, and we are prepared to pay you handsomely.”


  She wafted smoke from her own cigarette elegantly away with a velvet-gloved hand. A small woman in her early twenties. Slender almost to the point of skinniness, but not unattractive, with a sharp, intelligent pair of green eyes and a mop of red hair pinned carefully in place. Not my usual sort of customer; altogether too well spoken, too well dressed, and too wealthy.


  “Mrs. Willans, if you’ll pardon my saying so, it’s rare to find anyone who describes a slave’s corpse as a valuable possession.”


  “But this man was one of our most trusted servants. A highly-educated and much-loved family member. And he was an extremely expensive Vapour. Fluent in eight languages, well-versed in etiquette, expert on champagnes, and an experienced chef in schools from the Orient to the Mediterranean. My husband and I are most anxious to discover why someone decided to break into his sarcophagus, on our own grounds, and remove his body for purposes unknown.”


  “I see. A family affair, as it were. Well, you’ve piqued my interest. I’ll investigate for you. My fee is fixed at 10 guineas a day, plus expenses.”


  “That’s a high price.”


  “It’s a high-risk occupation.”


  “I can imagine. The constant risk of eviction.”


  “I’m the businessman, Mrs. Willans. And that’s my price.”


  “Done.” She shot out a hand, gripped mine, and shook it quickly and firmly. “Start as soon as you’re ready.”


  The ball was awash with the best quality foods, wines, and beers. I was in no hurry to start immediately, and told her so. She inclined her head graciously.


  “Then at least have a good look around at this gathering. It seems highly likely that a member of this household was key to the success of the theft; it was carried out undetected, after all.”


  Mrs. Willans didn’t beat about the bush. I rather liked her. Pausing only to snag a fresh stout from a passing Vapour flunky, his whirring clockwork implants freshly-polished against his dark skin and crisp linens, I mingled as unobtrusively as I could.


  The gathering was as generally vacuous as it was large. There weren’t many unpleasant individuals, but the impression that my meanderings gave me was of a throng more interested in the latest fashions in gowns, snuff and hunting-horses than in the more pressing issues of the day. I kept a pleasantly neutral expression. After all, they were at worst annoying, and that still wasn’t a crime to my knowledge.


  A knot of revellers was gathered around a stage discreetly tucked to one side. On the low dais, a string quartet performed a Strauss waltz with practised mediocrity — much technique, little feeling. At centre stage, a dancing pair of Vapours — one man, one woman — were whirling gracefully, both decked out in incongruously Oriental silks. They were clearly more expensive than the norm, more than usually physically attractive, and their steam-driven workings were clearly designed for aesthetics as much as practicality, looking more like moving jewellery against their smooth brown faces and wrists than the clanking chunks of metal of the more common slave — oh, so sorry — “clockwork servant”. I had problems with that mealy-mouthed phrase. It suggested an automaton out of Verne or Wells, rather than the blunt synthesis of metal and invariably black flesh of the actuality. However delicately the workings may be fashioned, you were still left looking at somebody who’d been forcibly transformed, purely for the sake of improving their work.


  The couple passed gracefully back and forth; the music swirled and fluttered as it was meant to, then the man stopped in his tracks. The music stuttered on for a few bars, then stopped.


  A look of anger crossed the man’s calm features. He spun on his heel, snatched a violin from a startled musician, and raised it like a club. And then he froze in his tracks. A fine but clear mist of steam, far greater than the usual gentle hissing caused by the everyday mechanical workings of the average Vapour, gushed from the valves at his temples. His face creased into a mask of agony, and he sank awkwardly to his knees while his partner looked on in dismay.


  The quiet that had suddenly settled over this corner of the room was broken by a harsh bray of laughter.


  “Ha! Looks like the silly ass has got an Attack of the Vapours!”


  The humourist was Mrs. Willans’ husband, Anthony. A stocky man in his mid-thirties, with a close-cropped skull and incipient jowls. A regular Toad Of Toad Hall.


  I’d taken an irrational distaste to him on first introduction. Now I realised that my instincts had been sound. The man was a school bully made good.


  Nevertheless, his quip — an old joke which had first been recorded in Punch some two years ago — set that corner of the room on a roar, as the gathering seized gratefully on the chance to make light of the situation.


  It was clear what had happened. The Staunton Limiter, more commonly known as the Clockwork Conscience, had activated. This ingenious little device was fitted as standard in any Vapour required to retain any degree of their higher functions. Should the host think any impure thoughts of rebellion or anything above mild and momentary discontent, then it detected changes in the body chemistry and mechanically caused a powerful, debilitating migraine. As Staunton himself had said when introducing this boon to the gentlemen of the press, “It’s like they’ve had a half-Nelson put on the old brain.” People like Staunton made me uncomfortably glad to be white.


  I looked away at the rest of the room, and saw that Anthony’s beloved Jessica had a look of cold disdain on her face. And it seemed aimed at her husband.


  Interesting.


  As the party settled back into frolic and laughter (and the stricken Vapour had been quietly ushered away to recover), I quietly drew the husband and wife to one side. I asked them to also bring over their major-domo, who proved to be the Vapour who’d been providing my drinks, a distinguished middle-aged man who was introduced to me as Joshua. I needed all of them to set out my terms.


  “I’ve agreed to take on this investigation. My payments have already been agreed” — at this, an ugly flush suffused Anthony’s face; he obviously preferred to be the man who made the deals — “but I will need complete access to this house and its grounds. If possible, I’d prefer to be left to my own devices until I’ve reached my solution. Also, I’d prefer to take a look at the scene of the crime right now.”


  The hour was late, but a lantern was found, and Jessica and Joshua escorted me across the landscaped grounds to a small marble building below an ancient yew tree. Anthony followed as far as the end of the terrace, then cheerfully stayed there and gazed after us, seemingly more interested in his champagne.


  Joshua carefully opened the door, and handed me the light. “The mistress and I will stay here. Nothing’s been disturbed since we found out.”


  I thanked him, and stepped inside. Cool shadows engulfed me, and the glow of the lantern disclosed the open sarcophagus. I stepped over it and examined it carefully.


  The first thing that I noticed was that it had been opened neatly — no sign of forcing. That tended to support the theory of this being an inside job. The winding-sheet had been carefully removed and folded. I read the inscription: “Tobias Clayton, True And Faithful Servant, 1818 to 1888. Your Labour’s Over; Rest At Peace With The Lord”.


  There seemed to be little else of interest, and I was walking around the sarcophagus to exit when my foot struck something. I stooped, and found myself looking at a pendant: small, delicate, and very beautiful. A clear, multi-faceted stone shone in its golden housing. I pocketed it discreetly, and left.


  Having been escorted back to the house, I thanked my hosts, and took my leave, picking up one of Anthony’s business cards from the hallway on a whim.


  As I walked home to my rooms in Redland, I turned matters over in my mind. The thing that struck me most was that this seemed set to be an extremely easy case to solve. The number of plausible suspects was small: those members of the Willans household with full access to the grounds and the means (and will) to remove a body. The real mystery: why? What advantage did anyone stand to gain from stealing the corpse of a Vapour?


  I rubbed the trinket in my pocket. Tomorrow morning, I had some visits to make in the city centre. And some questions to ask.


  The next day dawned warm, and sunny. I dealt with a minor hangover by dosing it ruthlessly with coffee and cigarettes, shaved and dressed, and by eleven was walking with some semblance of wakefulness and good humour to the centre of Bristol. Business falling before pleasure, I made my first call to a small pawnbroker’s on Hobbs Lane.


  Howard Gold greeted me cheerily as the shop-bell rang. “Good morning, Dan! And what can I do for you this fine day?”


  I gazed at the short, wild-haired septuagenarian with affection. Howard and his money-lending abilities had kept me afloat during some very lean periods for a Bristolian man of investigative business. Also, while he was genuinely friendly to his clientèle, when it came to valuations he had an intellect as cool and vast as any Martian’s. And that was exactly what I needed right now.


  I reached into my pocket, drew out the pendant, and placed it squarely in front of him on the counter. “I’d like to know how much I could get for this, if you don’t mind.”


  My tone had been light, playful — deliberately jocular. But Howard’s reaction was anything but. It was as if a switch had been thrown; in an instant, he was leaning forward to examine the jewellery with an expression composed of equal parts amazement and cold intensity.


  “Where did you get this?” His voice was blunt, almost brutally business-like.


  “Found it while I was taking a constitutional.” I tried to keep my voice airy. I’d never seen Howard react like this, and to be honest it unnerved me a little. “Anyway — as I was saying, how much is it worth?”


  Howard had reached into a drawer and produced a loupe, which he unhesitatingly screwed into his eye. Firing up an oil lamp, he lifted the pendant close to the beam. Almost off-handedly, he muttered, “If I gave you an honest loan for this one, then I’d bankrupt myself.”


  I shut up and let him carry out his examination.


  After much careful gazing, rifling through various volumes, and the occasional low whistle, he straightened up. “Well, that’s a genuine diamond. Extremely pure. Not many carats — too small for that — but very valuable. Quite exquisitely cut, done by a real expert. The housing and the chain are hallmarked gold, definite 24 carat-stuff. It’s not going to be giving the Cullinan any sleepless nights, but it is worth a tidy sum. Somebody like yourself could probably live the rest of their life very comfortably on the proceeds of this. Definitely somewhere in the region of five thousand pounds, maybe more, the property of a lady of considerable wealth. You’re lucky. If I were thirty years younger and you didn’t habitually carry a firearm, you might just be a corpse by now. You sure that you didn’t steal it?”


  He did, at least, grin as he said that.


  “No, Howard. I really did find it. But Honesty’s a harsh mistress. I think that I’d better return it to its rightful owner, if I can find her. And no, I’m sorry, but you can’t have it.” I slid half a crown across the counter. “But have a large drink on me. Helps to drown large sorrows.”


  Howard smiled, and bade me a good day.


  Fifteen minutes later, I was sitting in a private club off of King Street, holding a pint of porter and pondering. The lunchtime crowd hadn’t appeared yet, so it was just me, the barman, and my thoughts.


  The conclusion was obvious. The pendant belonged to Mrs. Jessica Willans. Wife of — as his business card informed me — renowned importer and exporter Mr. Anthony Willans. So how had it ended up at a crime scene?


  That was easy, as well. Mrs. Jessica Willans was involved in the crime.


  Which, again, returned me to the big mystery. Why should she, or anybody else, want to steal a dead Vapour? And why this particular one? I decided that a brisk stroll might aid my deductive processes. I wolfed down the last of my cheese roll, swallowed the last of the beer, lit a fresh gasper as I walked out of the door, and headed through the welcome leafy shade of Queen Square towards the harbourside, and the head office of Willans’ Universal Import & Export.


  We almost had to shout to make ourselves heard above the clamour of voices and the clangour of machinery. Trying to find out more about Anthony’s wife was proving surprisingly easy; the man himself was ready to talk. And to denigrate.


  “Dan, I had to marry her! The little idiot went running to her parents after I got her preggers, and what did they do? Insisted that I marry her! Of course, she lost the child — far too young and frail for motherhood, anyway — but it didn’t alter the fact that she was married to me. She threw herself into all sorts of charitable work — sits on several committees for reforms of one sort or another. To be frank, I’d be glad to be shot of her. She was good for a tumble, if scrawny, but as a wife she’s a sanctimonious sourpuss.”


  I took a deep breath and banished an image of a morning-star impacting forcefully with Mr. Willans’ skull . I’d only wanted to learn a little more about his wife, but I’d learnt enough about the husband to last me a lifetime. No amount of hail-fellow-well-met could disguise the fundamental callous self-interest of the man. I felt glad that I hadn’t returned her pendant to him.


  We continued to stroll along the busy harbourside. All around us, various overseers were supervising Vapours as they lumbered to and fro, shifting heavy cargoes on and off ships and constructing basic stores and sheds. These Vapours had none of the grace of those that ensured the smooth running of the Willans estate. Their implants were far more sturdy, far more obvious. Great pistons pumped along their limbs, emitting thick clouds of steam. They were all larger and stronger than average, chosen for heavy work and then made more capable of doing so. None of them warranted the expense of a Clockwork Conscience. Instead, every one of their foreheads bore the signs of brain surgery. Some scars were still fresh and even had large, functional stitches. Others had faded to greyish seams like scratches on slate.


  “None of them are wearing much in the way of safety clothing,” I commented. “Isn’t work like this potentially very dangerous?”


  Willans waved the observation away with a waft of his huge cigar. “Why bother? Cheap labour, easily enough replaced. If one of ‘em takes a crate to the noggin, or gets crushed under a falling girder, then there’s plenty more to take his place. Easier than forking out a bundle on safety nonsense.”


  I’d barely taken this in when I heard an ominous creaking noise. Looking up, I saw that a large pallet of goods being lowered to the quay was barely hanging in the grip of a hawser. A hawser that was fraying, fast. Directly over one oblivious Vapour, who was hunched down and tying his heavy work-boot.


  I launched myself forward instinctively, barely aware of Willans’ surprised yell from behind me. As I did so, the overloaded rope snapped with a pistol-shot crack.


  I’m not the strongest of men, nor the heaviest. But I’m no lightweight, either, and if faith can move mountains then a fast-moving human body can shift a somewhat larger one. I cannoned into the Vapour, sending us both sprawling awkwardly, but luckily, several feet clear of the plummeting pallet, which hit the quay with a colossal thump, splintering badly as crates of ale jolted to the ground and shattered.


  As we clambered to our feet and I heard the heavy sound of my own shocked breath, Willans strode swiftly but calmly over to us. I swallowed hard, and turned my attention to the Vapour. Thankfully, like myself, the only damage had been done to his clothing. “Are you all right?”


  His voice rumbled like coal into a cellar. “Yes, I’m okay.”


  Willans took me by the arm and drew me slightly to one side. “Don’t be so bloody sentimental,” he hissed. Having assured himself that I was uninjured, he passed me a hip flask. I took a careful swallow of brandy and he promptly grabbed it back, sealing and pocketing it before turning to the Vapour. “Well? Thank Mr. Bowyer, there’s a good lad.”


  I extended my hand swiftly to the towering figure. “Just Dan. What’s your name?”


  He spoke slowly, carefully. “My name Robert. Thanks, Just Dan.”


  His huge paw engulfed my hand, and his eyes met mine. He squeezed hard, painfully in fact, but I bit back on the discomfort, smiled, and gripped his hand. “My pleasure, Robert.”


  Robert nodded slowly. He opened his mouth gradually as if to add more, but Willans tugged brusquely on my sleeve and pulled me away. “Get that mess cleared up,” he snapped at the overseer. Then a broad, chummy grin spread over his florid face. “Is there anything else that I can do for you, Mr. Bowyer?”


  I smiled back with all of the politesse that I could muster. “Not right now, Mr. Willans. But I would like to visit your house again. Is your wife likely to be at home to visitors? I’d like to ask her a few questions, too.”


  “Course she is. Probably writing letters to one or other of her blessed charities. She’ll most likely appreciate a visitor. Make a nice change for her to see somebody other than the staff.”


  I left him stumping back to his site office. Looking down at my torn and dirty garments, I decided to detour by my lodgings first. Standards, after all, are there to be maintained. I waved towards Robert, but he’d turned back to his labours. Shrugging, I went on my way.


  Freshly-changed and somewhat calmer, I strode up the gravel drive to the main door of the grand house on Clifton Downs, thoughts chasing each other through my mind. Mrs. Jessica Willans. A young woman, taken for granted if not arguably abused by her husband. Who had lost a child very early. Who had turned her energies into supporting a host of good causes. Who owned a very valuable pendant.


  And who had presumably been involved in moving Tobias’s corpse, under cover of darkness, to… where?


  Sometimes, inspiration simply strikes you hard. It did then. The obvious solution. Rather than move the body over a long distance, you could store it for a fair period of time in a suitably temperate place. Such as one of the many rooms in a very large house, where your own husband wouldn’t even deign to go. I had no hard evidence, but it all felt right. At that moment, I was prepared to wager that the corpse had been hidden away inside the Willans house itself.


  Following on the heels of that came another thought. The pendant had been completely undamaged. The chain hadn’t been broken, it had been neatly unfastened. Now, maybe if Mrs. Willans had been involved in moving the body, she’d removed it at some point, perhaps to avoid entanglement. Maybe she’d meant to pocket it, and missed in her preoccupation with the task at hand, and dropped it unawares.


  Or, perhaps she’d left it there intentionally. Perhaps she was hoping to be recognised as a culprit by me.


  And why should she want that?


  Joshua answered the door, and ushered me into a small waiting-room, before disappearing silently through a pair of double doors, closing them gently but firmly behind him. I heard a low murmuring of voices ensue, and about a minute more passed before Joshua reappeared. “Mrs. Willans will see you now.”


  I passed through the doors into a small drawing-room. Jessica was seated at an escritoire, engaged in carefully putting her seal to a freshly-completed letter. Joshua closed the doors behind me, and moved to a discreetly-hovering position by a bookshelf.


  Jessica stretched her arms, yawned behind one hand, and then looked me in the eye with a charming smile. “Mr. Bowyer — what an unexpected pleasure to see you. I take it that you have some news of your investigation for me?”


  I decided that bluntness would be my best policy. I strode to her desk and placed the pendant squarely in front of her. “Might you care to explain why you helped to remove and conceal the body of the late Tobias Clayton, Mrs. Willans?”


  Her expression remained unaltered. “That is a very serious accusation, Mr. Bowyer.” She took time to refasten the pendant around her neck and adjust it until it sat just so. I continued to gaze steadily into her eyes.


  “I understand that. I also consider it to be an accurate one.”


  It was at that moment that I felt a cold pressure at the back of my neck. It was like nothing that I’d ever felt before, but from the penny-dreadfuls that I occasionally enjoyed I was able to make a fair guess. Someone was holding a pistol to my throat.


  Joshua’s soft voice was the embodiment of politeness. “Shall I show our guest out, Mrs. Willans?”


  I swallowed, forced back my fear, and kept my voice as level as I could. “Interesting. I would’ve thought that your Staunton Limiter would prevent you from using a weapon to threaten a man. I suppose that there’s some sort of exception built in. Somebody behaving in an arguably hostile manner to your master or mistress, perhaps. Defence of the home, that sort of thing?”


  “Quite correct, Mr. Bowyer.” Jessica’s smile was broad, verging on a grin. “Joshua? Please be so kind as to show our guest what happens if you try to threaten me.” Her green eyes never wavered from mine.


  Joshua removed the pistol from my neck, and strode deliberately across to his mistress. Calmly, he raised his weapon and levelled it at point-blank range at her temple. I waited for the sudden, violent, greater-than-usual burst of steam that would herald his agonised collapse.


  Nothing happened.


  He pressed the barrel of his gun carefully into the smooth skin of her forehead. He held it there for a long moment.


  Then, he withdrew it, carefully re-holstered it, turned to me and spread his arms wide with a beaming smile.


  “Presto, Mr. Bowyer.”


  Jessica was smiling too. “Daniel, please sit down. Joshua, could you fetch a strong drink for our guest? He looks as if he could use one.”


  Joshua strolled over to a small side-table, and prepared three large whiskies with soda. He handed one to me, placed the second in front of his mistress, and kept the third for himself. He toasted me cheerfully, and took an appreciative swig.


  “Chin-chin, Mr. Bowyer.”


  “Please. Call me Dan.” I swallowed whiskey myself. My hand was trembling, in surprise rather than fear.


  They were both clearly enjoying my bewilderment. Jessica leaned back in her chair. “You’re quite right, Dan. I did help to move the body. And I did leave this pendant for you deliberately. I had discreet inquiries made into your character before hiring you — it’s pleasing that they’ve been vindicated. A good many in your profession would have made off with it and disappeared. If you had done that, it would have been… disappointing. I suppose that you’re wondering what’s happening.”


  Joshua broke in smoothly. “Might I explain, Madam?”


  She grinned openly. “But of course, Joshua. It is your plan, after all.”


  “Thank you.” Joshua removed his wig, and pointed out a small, fresh scar to me, high on his brow.


  “Dan. The reason that I could threaten Jessica is because my Staunton Limiter no longer works. The reason that it no longer works is that it has been deactivated. And what has allowed for this is the posthumous examination of the Limiter of my good friend, Mr. Tobias Clayton.”


  Things were starting to make sense. Joshua continued.


  “The so-called Clockwork Conscience may prevent a Vapour from directly threatening his or her owners, or from thinking strongly-rebellious thoughts, but there are ways around it, to a certain degree. For example, if a Vapour were to study surgical techniques, with the help of literature and instruments provided by a sympathetic mistress,” He smiled at Jessica. “…then he could learn how to perform a post mortem in secret, assisted by his fellows. He could remove the body’s Limiter, study it, and discover how to stop it working. And he could then arrange for his own Limiter to be removed, deactivated, and replaced. The replacement would be necessary, so that, in the event of his own death, his post mortem would not reveal its absence and arouse suspicion. The Limiter is not deeply implanted; it is directly subcutaneous. Once it had been deactivated and replaced, the Vapour in question could simply wear a wig or a hat to conceal the operation scar until it healed, if his or her hair were not already thick or long enough to hide it. And the said Vapour could then go on, with assistance, to do the same for his fellows.”


  He paused, sipped more whiskey, and continued.


  “Vapours are largely ignored by their owners, as long as they do what’s expected of them. If they talk amongst themselves, or pass on information that they’ve discovered to each other, then their owners and others will remain oblivious, as long as the passing-on is done with suitable discretion. In this way, the knowledge of how to safely and secretly deactivate the Clockwork Conscience can be spread from city to city, from town to town, from village to village, across the nation.”


  I couldn’t help interrupting. “And thus creating a secret society of Vapours able to work towards ends of their own, undetected. Presumably, their ultimate freedom. Very clever.”


  “There are already enough of us in this city and others to make that start, Dan. But overcoming the Limiter isn’t enough in itself. We need to set up a secure nation of our own. Somewhere that we can continue our work, undisturbed by the rest of the World. Imagine what an inspiration that could be to Vapours everywhere, as an ideal and as reality! Well, after much consideration, we have found such a place. We prefer to keep its location among ourselves, at least for the present. I trust that you understand. Even Jessica doesn’t know where it is, or any of the others sympathetic to our cause.”


  Jessica nodded. “But, with the help of my dear husband’s means, I have been able to provide a suitably equipped and provisioned ship, one of several secured across the country which will allow that nation to be born, and to survive. We plan to launch it tomorrow night, from the harbourside. Anthony is going to come home, in the small hours, probably drunk as usual, and find his household, and his safe, empty. Doubtless he’ll try to track us all down, but — as you’ll have gathered — we know how to keep secrets. Dan, I set you on my own trail as a test of your trustworthiness as much as your abilities. As a respectable lady of my position, I cannot go easily to the kinds of places and peoples that you can to procure valuable information. I’d like to retain your services for such needs. In which light, I repeat: we know how to keep secrets. Our main concern now is whether you can.”


  I remembered the dancer, collapsing in helpless agony. I thought of Robert, whom Anthony would quite contentedly have let die. I recalled seeing so many Vapours, over the years, being treated as mules, furniture, toys.


  I extended my hand. “You can count on my unconditional support.”


  The next day saw me preparing. We’d arranged to meet at the dock at 11 pm, so I’d decided to arrive an hour earlier. I cleaned and loaded my Brenton-Myers special, hoping that it wouldn’t be needed. I adjusted my watch to the correct time, far too often. I found a small volume of Catullus, just in case I did have any time to read, and pocketed that. As ever, I shaved, dressed, ate. Found myself smoking too many cigarettes. And — as evening turned into night — I headed towards the harbourside, stopping on my way in a couple of pubs for a couple of warming drinks, taking care not to have too many. I’d be no good to anybody half-cut, or worse.


  I passed through the unlocked gate onto the appointed quay. It was deserted, as planned. Whichever Vapours were boarding the ship were nowhere to be seen. I made a careful circuit of the quayside, found nothing overly suspicious, and finally climbed the ladder leading to an open-topped watch tower. Settling down against its railings some twenty feet up, I opened my book and began to read under the glowing gas-lamps.


  I was just marvelling at how the same man could write so much crass, bawdy doggerel and something as moving as the tale of Attis when I noticed movement by the gates. I stuffed the book away and checked my watch. 11 pm exactly.


  A small group — perhaps twenty or so people — entered quietly through the gate. My eyes had adjusted to the light, and I picked out the tall, spare figure of Joshua. I straightened up and descended the ladder. Moving swiftly towards them, I said clearly, “Liberty”.


  “Liberty,” replied Joshua’s calm voice. I walked over to meet the group. Joshua was dressed in tough, plain clothes, far removed from his usual sartorial elegance, as were the other Vapours, men and women, behind him. They were carrying bags and cases, but not in vast amounts; presumably most of what they needed was already on board. I recognised the dancers from several days before among their number. Evidently the underground had spread the news (and deactivated several Limiters) swiftly. By Joshua’s side was a short youth dressed in corduroys, work-boots, and a flat cap. It was only when I looked more closely that I saw the smiling face of Jessica.


  “I thought that a lad might arouse less suspicion at a quayside,” she explained. “And clothes like these are a sight more practical than my usual apparel.”


  I pushed the thought that she actually looked curiously attractive to the back of my mind. “Not that many passengers and crew, are there? I’d have thought that there’d be two or three times this many.”


  Joshua grinned. “And you’d have thought correctly.” He walked over to a warehouse building and knocked on its doors, firmly, three times. There was the faint sound of a lock being removed, and the doors swung slowly open. Inside, one extinguishing the small oil lamp and all gathering up their belongings, were another thirty or so of the dock-hand Vapours. Even among their great bulks, Robert towered visibly.


  “Just because surgery made them less intelligent, it didn’t make them complete idiots,” Joshua said proudly. “They’re strong, they don’t have Limiters, and they understand what we’re all working towards. They asked to come with us.”


  A small group of Vapours was already making its way up the gangplank, moving to start up the ship. The throbbing beat of its great engines rumbled steadily as the remaining Vapours gathered their belongings and began to board.


  By my side, Jessica was grinning fiercely. “It’s all going wonderfully. Better than I’d hoped!”


  That was when another set of gates was flung open.


  Swiftly, silently, a mob of men rushed through it, running to confront our group. Tough, hard-featured men, carrying truncheons and clubs. They formed up in a line, blocking easy passage to the ship.


  Jessica swore harshly at my side. “Anthony,” she hissed in fury.


  Smirking, Anthony Willans swaggered to the front of the line. He reached in his pocket, drew out a huge cigar, and lit it slowly, ostentatiously. Exhaling a huge belch of smoke, he strode forward a pace or two further.


  “Did you honestly think that I wouldn’t be keeping an eye on what you were doing? Something as suspicious as this? Must say, I hadn’t reckoned on my own dear little wife being involved, though. Nice bonus. Perfect excuse to get shot of her.”


  I met his gaze. “Didn’t go running to the police, then, I see. Got yourself a little band of cheap thugs. That makes sense, I suppose. I reckon that the law and you have had more than a few altercations in the past. They’d only turn a blind eye so far, eh, Tone?”


  I’d been trying to keep my calm. The diminutive had just slipped out, but it had a marked effect on the man. Even in the dim light of the gas-lamps, it was easy to see his brows knitting and his colour rising. He spat his words out.


  “That’s Mr. Willans to you, you shabby little prodnose!”


  I risked a glance back at the Vapours. Many of them had produced pick-handles and coshes of their own. Others simply balled their fists. The possibility of an outright battle was growing by the second.


  Jessica stepped forward. Her voice was strained, but she kept control. “Anthony. Please listen. Let these people go. Not even onto the ship. Just let them go free to make their own way in this country. As for me — I’ll agree to a divorce. I’ll even take the blame for it happily. Your business goes on unaffected, and I leave you to live your life as you please. There doesn’t have to be any bloodshed. Just let them go.”


  Good words. With a reasonable man, they might well have worked.


  Anthony guffawed. “You’re more of an idiot than I thought you were. And this matter isn’t open to negotiation.” He raised his voice. “Get ‘em, lads!”


  Smirking, he stepped to one side as his mob raised their weapons and charged. The Vapours behind us stepped forwards, readied their own arms, and braced for battle. I grabbed Jessica by the arm and pulled her clear of the field of combat, very aware of the weight of my pistol in its holster.


  The opposing forces met in a frenzy of blows. Anthony had presumably hoped for comparative discretion, which probably explained the lack of firearms, but the ensuing battle was no less brutal for that. Fists, clubs, and coshes smashed down again and again. Harsh yells of fury and pain rang off of the warehouse walls.


  I saw three of Anthony’s thugs gripping one gigantic Vapour, wrestling him to the ground with their weight. Their arms rose and fell relentlessly. With a sudden bellow and a great blast of steam, the trio were hurled aside, thumping to the flagstones. The Vapour, bleeding profusely from his head, staggered defiantly to his feet, and then promptly collapsed.


  The two Vapour dancers were fighting back to back, their cudgels arcing and jabbing, connecting with heads, bellies and groins, circling and weaving elegantly. I vowed never to get on the wrong side of a ballerina.


  Jessica pulled away from me. From her jacket, she produced a heavy wrench, and threw herself into the fray, choosing her targets carefully, bludgeoning unsuspecting men, evening the odds, dashing to safety again and again.


  One of the largest thugs was caught in a remorseless bear-hug with a massive stevedore Vapour. Each applied merciless pressure to each other, attempting to crush the life out of the other’s body.


  I snatched up a fallen pick-handle and made myself useful wherever I could.


  The struggle was savage, but the Vapours were clearly gaining the upper hand, the combination of the stevedores’ superior strength and all of the Vapours’ determination turning the tide. More and more of the thugs were sprawled on the flags, motionless. I saw several turning on their heels and fleeing, deciding that whatever they’d been offered wasn’t enough.


  That was when I saw Anthony slinking towards the watch tower, then climbing its rungs. If he managed to evade capture, then all could still be lost. Throwing my handle aside, I pursued him as quickly as I could.


  He reached the platform a few rungs ahead of me, only then becoming aware of my presence. Panicked as he was, he swiftly drew a pistol.


  “They can fight all that they like, Bowyer. I can kill you, and get away. And ensure that their ship is blown out of the water before it reaches the coast. I win!”


  I took a breath, and grinned. “Yes. You’ve always had to win, haven’t you? Any alienist would love to get their hands on you. What was it? Spoilt rotten as a child? Or maybe your parents didn’t love you? More likely nobody loved you. That’s what made you a captain of industry — no one cares for you. No one ever has. Why should they? Everyone despises you. You’re a little, pathetic excuse for a man — Tone!”


  He reacted to my goading as I’d hoped; with a furious roar, and raising his gun-arm instinctively to club me. The fool!


  I rushed him, grabbing his upraised arm, squeezing his wrist till his fingers parted and the gun dropped. Pulling back, I drew my own gun and levelled it — just as the frame of the tower swayed under the shift of our combined weight. I staggered and fell, my gun slipping from my grasp. Luck was on his side. He seized it, and stood over me, taking slow aim. I smelt the reek of mixed whiskey and tobacco on his breath as he leaned closer.


  “I always win!”


  Caught up in his gloating, he didn’t notice what I noticed. The tower lurched further as a titanic dark form loomed behind him. Before he could react, he was seized up and hoisted overhead like a bale of hay.


  Robert moved swiftly to the tower’s edge. With one mighty sweep, he hurled Anthony off. Willans managed one short, terrified scream before he impacted headfirst on the flags below.


  We carefully descended. The battle was all but done. I recovered my pistol — not a shot fired — and examined Anthony. Neck broken, and quite dead.


  My saviour nodded slowly at me. “Was a bad man. Gone now.”


  I embraced as much of his immense frame as I could. “Thank you, Robert.”


  He smiled down at me. “‘S’okay, Just Dan.”


  The total of the dead was just one. Many on both sides had been wounded, some were unconscious, still more had fled. But Mr. Anthony Willans was the only corpse.


  As the Vapours tended to their wounded and carried those unable to move on board ship, Jessica moved to my side. Her cap had been lost in the fight, and her red hair now straggled wildly down to her shoulders. She examined her late husband with an appraising eye.


  “For reasons known only to himself, my husband — clearly intoxicated — decided to visit his own empty dockyard late at night. In his inebriated condition, he climbed to the top of the watch tower, and, heedless of the danger, tripped and fell to his death. A tragic accident. Despite our differences, I’m prepared to wager that I’m the main beneficiary of his Last Will And Testament. It may be some time before that can be dealt with, but I suspect that I may just have become a very wealthy widow.”


  “Especially when you take into account the contents of his safe and sundry valuables,” I reminded her.


  She nodded, contented. “The kind of wealth that could finance many good works.”


  The final few Vapours had boarded. The dancers, hand in hand. Robert, with a shining grin and a careful, cumbersome salute. The ship was ready to sail. Only Joshua remained on the quay with us.


  I looked him fondly in the eye. “So, you have your freedom. It’s not going to be easy, though, is it?”


  “At times, Dan, it’ll doubtless be a great adventure. At other times, I’m probably going to wish that I was dead, and I’m sure that a lot of the others will be just the same. But there was never a grand venture worth doing that didn’t involve some hardship. Only the idiot and the despot expect the World to shape itself for them. The rest of us understand that we’ll end up doing the shaping. But that’s part of the deal with freedom. And I’m happy to accept it.”


  Jessica stepped forward and embraced him warmly. “Always remember — you’ve got friends. Whenever you do feel ready to reveal your whereabouts to the World at large, just make sure that we know first.”


  He smiled. “You can count on that, Mrs. Willans.”


  “Jess…” she began, and then caught his sly wink. She grinned, and returned it.


  “That reminds me,” I blurted out. “You never did tell me your full name.”


  He bowed, very slightly. “Mr. Joshua Josiah Sheraton, sir. At your service.”


  I clasped his hand, very tightly. “God speed, Mr. Sheraton.”


  A final, genial smile. “Thank you kindly, Mr. Bowyer.”


  He turned smartly, and strode up the gangplank to his freedom.


  We watched until the receding lights of the ship faded into the night mists. I sighed, and settled myself on a bollard. Jessica stood beside me, rested a hand on my shoulder, and then produced a hip flask of very good brandy. We passed it back and forth, and toasted the Vapour rebels.


  At length, she drew back and smiled at me. “Rest assured, Dan, you’ll be paid in full. Thank you for everything. It’s been a fascinating few days. Definitely something for your memoirs.”


  “The Curious Case Of The Steam Spartacus?” I grinned. “I fear that the World isn’t ready for that, just yet.”


  “Authorship not to your taste?” Her eyes sparkled in the gaslight. “Well, here’s an idea… how about taking on some more emancipatory work? A change of career can do wonders for a fellow.”


  I wagged a stern finger. “Let’s at least discuss this properly, first. Preferably over another drink.”


  “I have an excellent cellar back at the house, Dan. If you’d care to join me?”


  “Jessica,” I said, rising to my feet, “There’s a good chance that this could prove to be the birth of a fruitfully philanthropic partnership.”


  

  Brassworth


  - Christine Morgan -


  

  

  It’s at times, don’t you know, when I’m aboard an airscrew-driven factory, about to meet a captain of industry while pretending to be a peer of the realm, that even I have to stop and ask myself, “Reggie, old bean, how do you get into these predics?”


  Not aloud, obviously, as that might’ve drawn me a look or two, and I earned plenty of those already, on a daily basis.


  Besides, the answer’s simplicity itself.


  A chap’s got to be matey, doesn’t he? Got to rally round for the sake of his nearest and dearest, his good chums?


  As Moggy reminded me continuously, we’d been to school together, dash it all! If that didn’t bond a pair of blokes tighter than brothers, what did?


  Moggy being Cyril Moglington, of course. He’d turned up at my flat in a right state — him being in a right state, that is, not the flat — though to set the cards on the table, the table itself would first have to be cleared, if not unburied. Even in his agitated state, Moggy checked at the door to goggle about with some surprise.


  Conditions chez Reginald Wilmott had gone a smidge lax of late, I’d have to admit. I’d burned through not one but two valets recently, under experiences that had well put me off the idea. The results, sorry to say, were more than beginning to show.


  The first fellow … well, far be it from me to fault a man for having a fondness for spirits. But a chap has to draw the line when the hired help indulges that fondness at the master’s expense, let alone by nipping away at my private reserves. And to put the pip in the cherry on the iced-cream soda, attempting a cover-up with the watered-down was insult to injury. I mean to say! We Wilmotts being known for our discerning palates, he might as well have refilled the bottles with industrial gear-solvent.


  As for the second, well, the less said about a bloke who’d been not quite discreet about my indiscretions, the better. It was one thing, to be sure, to share an amusing or titillating anecdote now and then with the boys at the club. Then, it’s all chumminess an’ good fun, don’t you know. Ladding about, as it were, hey-what? To have one’s own trusted manservant spilling the proverbial beans all around the neighbourhood, well, that was rather another matter.


  However, be that as it may and whatnot, my current dishevelment of domestic affairs took the rumble-seat of the runabout, while Moggy’s crisis claimed the seat with the legroom.


  My first thought was that he’d gone and gotten himself in the soup over some girl again. Turns out, of course, he had. Just not in the usual way, where he’d fall in love with a waitress or hat-check chippie, then want my help convincing his uncle to permit the engagement. Not to mention convincing said uncle, a notorious skinflint, to increase his allowance in accordance with the commensurate costs of married life.


  No, this time, Moggy had actually gone and taken the whole-hog propositional plunge. His family was in no financial opposition, and for deuced good reason.


  “Gertrude Plimsby?” I’d echoed, sure I misheard him. “Not … Plimsby-Plimsby?”


  “Do you know her?” Moggy had a worried look I recognized; there’d been occasions before when he’d done the head-over-heels for someone I’d been engaged to myself, though I’d thus far always managed to escape the matrimonial noose.


  He and I were both relieved to put him off the hook. I’d never met the girl — and when I did, it was to discover she was the chirpy sort, a fluffy blonde dumpling of a creature with bright eyes and one of those voices that sounds sweet to start, then drives into your ears like needles. Not my type, not my type at all.


  The name, though …


  “Plimsby, as in, George Plimsby?” I said. “The industrial manufacturist? The one with that ruddy great flying brass behemoth circulating over Bristol, periodically blotting out the sun? ‘Another Fine Plimsby Product,’ and all that rot?”


  Moggy nodded. “He’s her father.”


  “Great Scott, Moggy!” One’s mind, such as it was, couldn’t help but reel at the implications.


  “She’s his only child, you see, and he dotes on her —”


  “And he’s letting
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