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  I have lived in and around several cities across the length and breadth of this land during my life, and of them all I can honestly say Bristol is the barmiest. I mean this in the nicest possible way imaginable. There is a wilful eccentricity to the place that is endearing and intoxicating (I can’t imagine another city that would look at one of its steep roads, a major artery to boot, and decide to close it off while an enormous water slide is built it to allow the citizenry to whoop their way down, soaked and jubilant, for a few hours). Bristol, you see, glories in interesting ways to get from A to B. It was a major seaport, instrumental in the early railway, a workshop and test-bed for the ingenuity of Isambard Kingdom Brunel, and a hub of the aircraft industry for generations. It managed all these wonders in our dull, mundane world. What transports of delight might it have achieved in other worlds where the laws of physics are perhaps more open to interpretation? Don’t trouble to reply; that’s a rhetorical question because the answer is laid out in the following volume. Grab your thermos and some sandwiches; we’re going on a journey.


  Jonathan L. Howard
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  Five long years on from the publication of the first Airship Shape & Bristol Fashion, you finally hold in your hands its follow-up volume: Airship Shape & Bristol Fashion II: Planes, Trains & Automatons.

Our intention when we published the first Airship was to create a series of steampunk anthologies showcasing Bristolian authors and supported by the BristolCon Foundation. We have not abandoned that goal, but life has a tendency to happen, time passes, so it goes. Although we are still closely connected to BristolCon, the city, and the coterie of writers living and working there, we ourselves now live on fifty acres of muddy farmland in Wales. Editing (and our own writing projects) have taken a back seat, as duck-wrangling has come to the fore. That is why this volume has taken such a very, very long time to reach you.

For this anthology we called for stories that built on the themes of the first but widened the geographical scope. Our authors continue to bravely explore topics that challenge the accusation (still oft-levelled) that steampunk is glib, superficial, and re-imagines history without any of the difficult stuff, with the protagonist generally in the role of the wealthy and privileged. Here you will also meet characters struggling against the strictures of a world in which everyone is not equal, technology is not always used for good, and the powers-that-be are not always benevolent. Not every story bears the groaning weight of brick and iron, however: some fly and some frolic, while some slip slyly between one place and another, through portals unseen.

With the shifting position of Great Britain in the world as well as the good and bad in our culture and history so much to the fore in current discourse, this feels a timely contribution to considerations of what it meant to be at the centre of an Empire, and what happens to society when progress and power aren’t evenly distributed.

Categorising the pieces into sections wasn’t easy as they present a deliciously complex mosaic of themes, moods, and modes of transport, but we have broadly divided them into three parts.

‘Iron and Fire’ looks at the need to break free of the tracks life has laid down for us, whether we are human, machine, or something in between.

In ‘Flying and Falling,’ we take to the freedom of the air, by spaceship or dirigible. Maybe it will all come crashing down? How will we know, if we don’t spread our wings and dare?

In ‘Stranger Ways,’ airships make a further appearance, but we also see time travel, interdimensional passages, dark seas, and forms of travel known only in wild imaginings. Wherever they take us, wherever we end up, it’s going to be quite a weird trip…

We would like to thank our patient authors, proofreader, Andy Bigwood for the cover art, and our neglected colleagues, ducks, and doggos.





  



  PART I


  Iron and Fire


  


  Off the Rails


  - Stephen Blake -


  



  



I pushed the heavy double doors open and stepped into a fog of smoke. It reminded me of good old London town when I’d step out of my local, unsure if the haze before me was the house whisky or inclement weather, but that had been many years ago, and now I found myself in Bristol. The Clifton Club to be exact. A ‘gentleman’s club’ is how it was described, although many of those outside the hallowed walls strongly debated the veracity of that title.

I fumbled forward through the mists of tobacco. The last time my eyes had watered this much, I’d accidentally insulted a lady who had responded in a highly unladylike manner.

As the air cleared, I saw a group of the members gathered. I approached them as a zookeeper might approach sunbathing walruses. My employer, Sir Reginald Pomfrey, was taking centre stage once more.

“We will hold a series of trials!” declared Sir Reginald. “The very best in the world will be invited to showcase vehicles that will not stop when the rail track halts, will not falter when the waves crash before them, and will not pale when the sky is the only way forward!”

The members of the Clifton Club rose in unison to applaud and cheer. I stood to the side watching their pallid faces turn purple with exertion. As Sir Reginald’s secretary, it was my role to observe and record for him all that occurred. I noted his inspiring speech and the nationalistic fervour it created. People cried out that the British were sure to win. I did my best to stifle a yawn.

Many people believe that the all-terrain morphing vehicle was developed by military minds, often the driving force behind invention. Sadly, in this case the innovation was the responsibility of a bunch of overweight pompous ‘gentlemen,’ who could not be bothered to change their mode of transport from train to boat or airship. This was not some great pursuit of innovation; this was a ‘how to help the privileged and lazy travel with minimal effort.’ It had all tumbled out of a book discussion. A few had read Around the World in 80 Days, and instead of being inspired, they had focused on the amount of walking Phileas Fogg was forced to endure. “Surely one can see the world from the comfort of a single cabin?” one of them had said. They even rankled at the word ‘disembarkation,’ as though it were a curse word.

Notes were sent far and wide to invite companies, individuals, and enthusiastic amateurs to take part in a series of trials. The prize was a contract to produce the winning vehicle en masse for the gentleman traveller.

It was almost a year later that we gathered for the first test at the floating harbour in Bristol. Of the hundreds of invitations sent only a handful had said yes. Of those that had said yes, only four had reached this final stage with their physical prototypes.

It was late spring when we gathered on a Monday morning on Wapping Wharf. The sun shone for once, with only a gentle chill breeze to stir us from our dawn fatigue. Sir Reginald addressed the small crowd of participants and a sprinkling of newsmen. “Gentleman, and ladies if we have any, we are here today to begin a series of trials that will make the two most important ‘B’s’ great again. That is ‘Britain’ and ‘Bristol.’ In the past we have played an important role in supplying the New World.”

I crossed my fingers that he would not start decrying the end of the slave trade again. He leant on his cane, seemingly considering his next words.

“Times change,” he mused, “and perhaps we must change a little with them. There is a large world to discover, nations that we must teach to be civilised, peoples waiting for us to find them, and plenty of places for us to fly our flags.” The crowd cheered; everyone likes the idea of a Union Jack flying atop mountains across the world. Of course, we don’t talk about the blood spilt to achieve that. That wouldn’t be good manners.

“Now,” he continued, “is the time of the explorer and traveller. Mind broadening, they tell me. Well, I say let us reach these wonders of the world in comfort, let us not perspire our way to greatness! Let us get there with minimal effort, and back home again without ever having to get our boots dirty.”

The club members cheered, their chortling, quaking flesh reminiscent of a jelly dessert being served by a nervous waitress. The journalists simply looked perplexed.

The first exercise was for the participants to simply demonstrate that their vehicles could leave the rail tracks they had arrived upon. Then they were to drive forward on the roadway a short distance, hover in the air, and finally, show that their inventions floated, even if this were only in the event of needing to ditch down.

A single train carriage coasted to the end of the line. Emblazoned across her side was the name Brizzle Lass. Her driver was an automaton, whom his inventor had called Maurice. Four large wheels slowly moved down from the sides of the carriage, and bit by bit they lifted the vehicle off the tracks until a loud click confirmed it had reached its correct height. The carriage trundled forward, away from the railway line and made its way to the edge of the water. Again, there was a fair delay as canvas inflated above the roof. Slowly, gradually, it lifted the vehicle off the ground. Impressively, the four wheels now turned on their axles and became propellers to drive the cigar-shaped box forward. Finally, as it hovered above the water, more material was released. This time it came from beneath, and again inflated. The carriage lightly dropped onto the water’s surface and bobbed gently up and down. After staying there for roughly five minutes or so, a thrust from the propellers lifted it free from the rippling waves and returned it to land.

We all stood quite awestruck. There should have been clapping and cheering, but it seems the realisation that the proposed mode of transport was actually a reality left all there quite dumbfounded. I shook my mind free and quickly noted that this was Professor Stein’s work. I ensured that he would receive one hundred percent of the marks for a wholly successful demonstration.

I walked across to him and shook his hand. “Well done,” I said. “That really was fantastic.”

“Why thank you, young man,” he replied, his bushy grey moustache twitching with restrained pleasure. “May I introduce my daughter Frances?” He gestured toward a demure, dark-haired girl stationed behind him. I nodded her way and immediately I was mesmerised by her intensity. Girl was the wrong word, woman was the right one, and oh, what a woman! Within her emerald eyes burned strength, will, and determination. Never in all my life, at a first meeting with someone, had I felt such strong emotions. Needless to say, I was smitten.

Sir Reginald had recovered from his amazement, and he and the other club members pushed past me to offer their congratulations to the Professor.

“Wonderful stuff,” enthused Pomfrey. “Tell me more about your robot.”

“Why, yes,” replied the Professor as he tugged at his collar. He glanced back at his daughter before continuing. “Maurice is very, uh, unique. Adaptable, truly autonomous, and obviously with him being a crash test automaton, he allows us to carry out these demonstrations without fear of endangering human life.” He wiped his brow and quickly pointed across to one of his competitors. “Oh look, the American entry appears ready to go.”

The group turned as one and hurried across in an excited bustle to view the latest vehicle to accept the challenge.

They, too, appeared to have adapted a passenger carriage. I am not overly familiar with the various kinds of railway carriages that exist around the world, but this large conveyance had a distinctly American feel to it. This time the demonstration was much quicker. They had not bothered with roadway wheels; instead, they had simply inflated a balloon as the first competitor did and lifted the carriage away from the tracks. Propulsion was provided by large fans pushed out from two large windows on either side. At first, I was unclear how they might come to rest upon the water, and then I noticed the skirt around the bottom of the vehicle, which, as they dipped down into the dark river, I could now see was the hull of a boat. The vehicle did indeed bob up and down as a heavy yacht might. I was not convinced as to how it might cope with stormy waters, but for the purposes of the demonstration, it did what it had to do. The fans thrust it up, out of the water, and landed it beside the Brizzle Lass. I saw now that the Americans had named their vehicle also. It was called Lady Liberty.

The next two competitors carried out the initial task in exactly the same way, the only differences being the general appearance of the vehicles. A local entry from some Bristolian amateurs had the look of a garden shed on wheels but nonetheless succeeded just as the others had. I say it succeeded but, for the purposes of an accurate record, it is best to state that it pretty much fell apart upon landing back on the dock. The locals swamped their craft and quickly tacked it back together. One turned to me and described the vehicle as a ‘jammer.’ I have since learned this means ‘lucky.’

The fourth entry was fascinating to me and horrifying to Sir Reginald and his cohorts. They had two things going against them. They were French, and they were all women. There had been efforts to have them disqualified upon the evening of their arrival but given the limited number of entries at the time, and the ladies’ threat of an impromptu striptease, they had been allowed to compete. It was unfortunate to see the ‘gentlemen’ sneer throughout the task, expecting and indeed hoping as they did for the ladies to fail.

Fail they did not. Their rather elegant stagecoach had wheels that were equally at home on rail or road. As the others did, they opted for a balloon for flight and, amazingly, their craft was watertight, driven forward by a fair-sized paddle wheel.

I offered my congratulations to Madame Tardi but was quickly pulled away by Sir Reginald who advised that my talking to them reflected badly upon him. It is with regret that I report I did not inform my employer that he was an ass. Instead, I kept my counsel, which I’m annoyed that the coward within me insisted that I do.

I find it fascinating that change blows through our times. My employer was embracing technological advance; you could say that by hosting this event he was even driving it forward. However, a change of the heart and mind towards our fellow humans, male and especially female, seems a development too far for some. There is no doubt we each, as individuals, must contemplate this matter. I must also deal with the dislike of myself for my complicity before I turn my annoyance out towards others.

My inward thoughts were momentarily broken by the chink of china as numerous tea sets were rolled on trolleys across the docks towards us. Fabulous, I thought. A cup of tea is just the ticket. Unfortunately, they were not for our enjoyment. It seemed the tests for the vehicles had taken an absurd turn.

I hurried across to the vehicles in time to see the last of the tea sets disappear aboard the Brizzle Lass. I asked Sir Reginald what was happening but he did not reply and merely chortled. “Wait and see.”

So, we watched all four of the entrants do exactly what they had done before. Come up the railway tracks, disembark, then up into the air, down into the water, then rise again before landing on the docks. I could see no difference in what had been previously demonstrated. The only thing this showed was that the first attempts had not been a fluke and that our locals had done a fine job in repairing their shed.

A washing line of sorts was hastily raised before us, with four table cloths draped down.

“What on earth is this all about?” I enquired to any who might know the answer.

Frances came close and quietly said, “Sir Reginald wants to be sure he can fully enjoy his travels without his tea being spilt. I am told this is the single most important test of the day.”

She walked past me and gave instructions to Maurice to begin cleaning the cloths once the assessors had examined them.

Three gentlemen gathered before each cloth, engaging in quiet conversation. They reported that no entrant had successfully completed the task. There was spillage from each. It seemed, though, that Professor Stein’s Brizzle Lass was the most successful. In fact, the crowd remarked on how Maurice quickly sponged away what stain there was until none was visible.

Above the rumble of conversation, a loud gasp was heard. I turned to see Sir Reginald, red in the face. “Who has done this? This is an affront to common decency!” he bellowed. “Was it the French? It had to be those… those women.”

A timid man mumbled, “No, Sir, it was the entry called Lady Liberty. It was…”

Sir Reginald interrupted him, “It was the colonials! I should have known. Disqualify them immediately.”

I moved beside him. “Sir, what has happened to have caused you such upset?”

“I can barely speak of it. They did not use tea. They, they… they used coffee!” The look of horror on his face as he spoke the words stifled the wry smile that wanted to come onto mine. “Surely, Sir,” I pleaded, “this is no more than a cultural misunderstanding?”

He pulled me close to him, his voice suddenly husky. “Do you not see, lad? This is the slippery slope. First, we let women enter our competition; now, we have coffee instead of tea. What next? The end of the Royal family? A ban on fox hunting? Do you not see? Our very civilisation is at risk if we cannot protect the humble cup of tea.”

A small tear rolled across his cheek, and yet again I held my tongue. I did not have the heart or patience to try and persuade him from his entrenched views.

The Americans were summarily disqualified. When they queried it, they found a handwritten rule added to the previous entry requirements forbidding beverages other than tea, sherry, or a good quality whisky.

Sir Reginald drew himself up and straightened his tie. He brushed his hand down his lapels, took a deep breath, and moved to address the waiting participants. “Events today have been unfortunate, but I feel we must not let progress slow because of a few backward barbarians. Onwards, I say, to the next challenge.”

He waved his cane towards a marquee I had not previously noticed. From within, three ladies exited onto the wharf. As they got closer, I noticed that all three carried folded fans. Each was taken to the remaining vehicles. As they stepped up into the passenger quarters I noted that, rather unusually, none wore any makeup.

Again, the vehicles took it in turns to adjust from rail to road, to air, to sea, and back again. After a brief pause, each of the women was helped to disembark. Each held up a fan in front of her faces as the small crowd gathered. An unseen announcer called out that should a gentleman explorer have along with him a female companion, most likely a sister, it was only right that they should be able to apply their make up without any difficulty. As each of the women dropped their fans, a horrible flashback came to my mind of a very bad experience with a circus clown as a child.

The women were completely unaware and only became distressed when Maurice, the Stein’s robot, approached each of them with a cloth. His mechanical hands flurried before them and within seconds, each was a picture as if painted by an artist. Any hint of the previous Picasso had vanished.

As with the previous challenge, all had failed.

Madame Tardi became very vocal now. “I insist that we do the same test, but with men,” she yelled.

“Ridiculous,” snorted Sir Reginald. “Do you expect any man here to apply makeup?”

“Very well,” she replied. “Then they must shave.” Looking directly at Sir Reginald, she added, “As, of course, all true gentlemen do every day.”

The discussion went on for nearly half an hour. Finally, a compromise was reached. It was agreed that a close shave may end in the loss of life. However, three men were volunteered to have their impressive moustaches trimmed whilst the now well-rehearsed journey took place.

The three looked like they were walking to the gallows as they headed to their respective vessels. One tried to make a run for it but was grabbed by some nearby dockworkers and roughly pushed on board.

I could not look as the vehicles left the rail. I distracted myself in the company of the lovely Frances. She explained to me that Maurice had been used by her father to test-drive vehicles and crash them for him. However, they had found a way to augment his intelligence with that of their former butlers’ brain patterns. It seems the butler had been an extremely capable chap, and as a result, Maurice was even better than that, given that he never tired or even expected to be paid. Looking over my shoulder, she drew my attention to the fact that all the vehicles had now settled on the dock. The local one that looked like a shed had unfortunately finally collapsed. Stumbling from its remains were its driver and the moustached ‘volunteer.’ I sighed in relief as I realised he was unharmed, then noted his tie and jacket were wildly slashed. The fellow’s eyes were open wide, and his mouth was gasping for air. He had the look of a stunned trout.

I looked across at the French entrant. The lady driver seemed pleased enough as she descended with a large grin. The gent who travelled with her was not grinning in the least as he held his trousers together at the waist. It was clear a gap had appeared through his gusset leaving him rather exposed. He, too, was wide-eyed, but instead of appearing in shock, he had the look of a man desperately relieved that something far, far worse had not occurred.

Finally, Maurice made his way off the Brizzle Lass with his usual stilted movements. Behind him came the final volunteer. He was also looking shocked, but I quickly realised it was not, in fact, shock but pleasant surprise. As he came closer, I saw that not only was his moustache very well-groomed but also his hair had been styled in a manner I had recently heard those in London now wore. He looked very dapper.

Sir Reginald and his cohorts gathered together and talked for an age in hushed tones. It struck me that this was one of the few times, perhaps the only time, I had ever seen them all in agreement.

I turned away from the gathering. The collective nodding and bobbing heads had become hypnotic. As I looked over my shoulder, I locked eyes with the lovely Frances. She beckoned me to follow her. We boarded the Brizzle Lass and I was awestruck to see laid out the finest meal I had ever seen. Maurice clunked and clicked around us as we sat at the small, yet elegant, table. He poured a fabulous-looking sherry and then, to my utter amazement, he spoke. His voice seemed piped in from down in his stomach and had a crackly quality to it, but nonetheless, he clearly said, “Will that be all, my lady?”

Frances thanked him and said it was.

“I am astonished,” I said. “I had no idea he could talk.”

“Oh yes, I solved that particular problem very early on.” Frances smiled.

“You solved that problem?” I enquired.

“Oh, come now, don’t disappoint me. I like to think I am fairly shrewd at judging people, and you seem like a thoroughly modern man.”

“But you’re a…”

Frances held me silent with a stare that could sink a battleship. “Don’t you dare go and ruin this meal by being like one of them.” She gestured out of the window towards Sir Reginald.

“I apologise.” I searched for the right words. “It is not your gender, certainly not. It is just that your father presents himself as the creator. I am merely surprised by the deception.”

Frances’s gaze softened. She continued to look me in the eye and then eased herself back into her chair. “Father is a wonderful man, far, far ahead of his time. He worries that the rest of the world is not ready for me. He says to wait for them to catch up.”

“And what do you say?” I asked.

She leant forward. “I say change is the only constant. Everyone who cannot cope with that will be left behind.”

There was a knock at the carriage door. Professor Stein entered, turning his hands over and over. His eyes darted in every direction, never quite settling on us. Finally, he spoke. “My dear Frances, they’ve made their decision. Unfortunately, no vehicle has done enough to convince them to award the promised contract.”

Frances stood. “They are fools. We’ll find a way to make it work without them.”

The old man looked up at his daughter. “There is another thing, though. They have decided that they do want to go into production on something else. They have even drafted a very generous contract, which is ready to be signed at once.”

I could not sit patiently any longer. I rose from my seat. “What has happened?”

Professor Stein replied. “They want Maurice. Or rather, they want a lot of other Maurices.” He held his daughter’s hands in his own and grinned broadly. “They are very impressed. It seems they think Maurice is what the modern travelling gentleman needs to keep him in tip-top condition, no matter what the circumstances.”

Frances stepped back, her lips quivering slightly before she broke into a huge grin. “Can I see the contract?”

It turned out the Professor had told them Maurice was his daughter’s invention. Whilst that had caused much consternation, it had been agreed that it would not affect the capabilities of the robots or, more importantly, the sales.

The contract was signed. Madame Tardi and her crew declared it a victory for all women. Eventually, Frances and I found ourselves alone. “Congratulations,” I said to her. “You’ve helped push ‘change’ on a little further today.”

“You have no idea.” She smirked.

“Why? What have you done?”

Frances looked over one shoulder and then the next. She leant close to me; her smell was intoxicating. I felt her warm breath on my cheek as she whispered into my ear, “I have a small confession. Maurice’s brain patterns are not just based on our butler. I may well be about to send numerous ticking time-bombs out into the world.”

I gulped, taking her words very literally. She giggled. “Silly boy, not an explosive bomb. A ‘change’ bomb.”

“I don’t understand,” I mumbled.

“I used numerous brain patterns. All of them were volunteers, all of them women. And all of them were campaigners for women’s rights. It is only a matter of time before part of those personalities comes to the fore.”

I struggled for words as I tried to comprehend what Frances had told me. I could not picture what that might mean. I looked across to Maurice, who was cutting and styling various gentlemen’s hair. I could not possibly see what could possibly go wrong. Frances and I wandered towards them to admire the results.

The crowd on the other side of us applauded. I stood behind them, my mouth hanging open. Frances, beside me, burst into glorious laughter.

Two letters had been cut into the back of the hair of each of the participants. I could see now that it spelt out: GIVE THE VOTE TO WOMEN.

One of the gents who had had his hair cut turned and smiled at me. It was Sir Reginald.

“Bravo!” I cried. “Bravo! A truly wonderful change!”

He nodded vigorously. “It is good, isn’t it?”

He looked confused as Frances called to him, “Keep fighting the good fight!”

A year later and there are variations of Maurice travelling across the globe. They are marketed as the Gentleman Adventurer’s Autonomous Butler. Frances tells me that they have been a roaring success, climbing mountains, trekking into jungles, and conquering just about every landscape and climate.

That is not to say that there have not been some problems. Frances calls them hiccups. A few of the machines have held up political slogans during photographs of exploring successes. They are usually small and in the background, but enough to cheer many women and irritate many others.

The only serious incident, which has been quickly hushed up, was when a portly gentleman from the Clifton Club was paraded about the town by his mechanical butler in a much too small corset and bloomers. I’m told he resembled a Christmas turkey with the string pulled too tight whilst wearing leg frills.

We enter a new age of equality, and in the halls of the establishment where dusty men resist change, there are a dozen Maurices with a sink plunger, a modern woman’s indignation, and not one ounce of restraint to do something about it.


  

  Miss Butler and the Last Mail-Rocket


  - Julia Hawkes-Reed -


  

  

The sky above the port of Bristol was the colour of a theatre safety curtain. I stopped at the concrete of the radiation safety barriers to swap my valise to my other hand, shook my coat straight again, and strode towards the passenger end of the Mail Rocket. I’d seen illustrations of the engine, but I still had to stop and stare at the thing. Close up, it resembled an American frontier loco in the aftermath of a boiler explosion. The snow scoop looked like an exaggerated cow-catcher, behind which was the ring of water injectors where the chimney should have been. Steam pipes radiated from the far side of the red-painted containment vessel while a skein of control lines ran back across the pair of tenders to the driver’s cupola above the dynamometer car.

I handed my ticket to the nearest porter. He muttered something that was probably “Slip of a girl travelling to Penzance unaccompanied I’ve never seen the like” before taking my bag and saying “If you’ll follow me, miss” over his shoulder. He knocked on a door labelled ‘7.’

I stifled a grin when I heard Zoe shout, “Come!” from inside the compartment. She was in mid-bound from her fold-down bed when she realised that three was going to be something of a scrum and managed to slide to a halt in front of the startled porter. I sidled past him, retrieved my bag, and found some remaining space beside Zoe.

“Will that…?” he started.

“Yes!” we chorused. Honestly, it was like being back at school, had school been anything other than a nightmare cavalcade of rules and stupidity. The porter just about had the door closed before we hugged fiercely. It had been two weeks, three days, and seven hours since I’d last seen her. Not that I’d been counting.

I hoofed my bag into a corner, lobbed my coat on top of it, and flung myself down.

“Debrief?”

Zoe nodded. “Debrief. Are we still off Malvern’s Christmas card list?”

I rolled my eyes. “Very much so. I get the distinct feeling they wanted to stop us travelling down on this thing, given their boffins supplied the loco, but apparently some other part of the ministry read them the riot act. They gave every impression of being helpful, but they made very sure I couldn’t bunk off and poke around the workshops they didn’t want me to see.”

Zoe shrugged. “It’s their own fault. They blotted their copybook by not letting on what the Malvernite was, or where it had come from. Their top brass would still be doing collective laps round the Second XI pitch in penance if the Long Winter hadn’t happened. It allowed them to heroically save the day with the results of their frankly disturbing labours. Stopped clocks and all that.”

“Stopped clocks do not glow blue in the dark and have the potential to spew radioactive death across the landscape should the fireman trip over his shovel.”

She grimaced at the floor and sighed.

“True. Tea?”

“Tea.”

=◊=

Zoe was giving the pot a good stir when there was a noise like someone sitting on the far right end of a pipe organ and fending off the choirmaster with a candlestick. It was loud enough to generate concentric rings in the milk and was accompanied by a dense fog that blotted out the view of the station buildings. I watched the rings in the milk get closer together as the noise rose in pitch.

Zoe was looking at me, wide-eyed. I held her hands across the tablecloth and she squeezed back, shoulders dropping. The pressure in my head was like a sinus headache as the carriage lurched forward, and then a noise like a chimney fire in a brickworks as the train gathered pace. I swallowed to try to clear my head.

“I wish to revise my opinion about the directors of the Strategic Reserve and their horrible rocket engine.”

“I concur. D’you think I could have my hands back now?” said Zoe.

I blushed, hid my hands in my lap, and let Zoe pour the tea. She was a little pink, too, but I couldn’t drag my gaze from the snowy landscape outside. It glowed under the moon, and incipient thaw or not, there would be another sharp frost tonight. Eighteen months of frost. Five hundred and fifty days of winter.

I was looking at the arclights from the experimental station at Brean Down when I spotted another set of lights that seemed to be floating above it. I forgot that I was absolutely mortified and pointed them out to Zoe.

“What d’you suppose they’re at this evening? Anti-dirigible mines?”

Zoe scrubbed the condensation on the window with a napkin and peered towards the coast.

“I can’t quite make it out. It doesn’t look right, that’s… Oh, bloody hell. Under the table, now!”

“Zoe Harker, I am not…”

She gestured wildly and booted her chair backwards. “Small lights on a very much closer airship. Rocket!”

I squeaked as she grabbed two handfuls of my skirts and dragged me bodily under the table. As my bottom met the carpet there was a whoosh, a saucer-rattling bang, and shouts from the other passengers. The brickworks chimney fire coughed twice and then redoubled its efforts. It felt like the train was accelerating.

Zoe and I regarded each other, nose to nose.

“Ow,” I said, wriggling to find a less sore spot.

“Not sorry,” she said. “Shrapnel, flying glass. I couldn’t live with myself.” She shrugged and gave me a lopsided grin. “We should go and find some men, so they can explain things to us.”

I nodded. “Yes, let’s. I’m sure they will provide opinions, if not actual answers.”

Zoe rolled her eyes. “Does your sister still ask why you’re unmarried?”

“Not since the business in Edinburgh,” I said. “Nice young men don’t care to speak to girls carrying .410 shotgun walking sticks.”

We dusted each other off and went in search of men who knew things.

=◊=

One or other of father’s housekeepers would opine that my bedroom ‘looked like a bomb had hit it’ should there be stray shoes or a misfiled knitting needle. I was gripped by the desire to find out where she was and demand she come and look at the far end of the dynamometer car, to see the results of an actual bomb. I could also see her saying, “That was a rocket, not a bomb, Olivia.” And then beetling off in high dudgeon.

Getting into the car could have been much simpler. In the end, we waited until the people with the waistcoats and cigars had forgotten we existed, and then walked over to inspect the chart recorder positioned halfway down the left-hand side of the carriage. The wind from the missing front corner of the roof was brisk, whipping my hair into my face as my hairpins gave up the struggle.

“This does seem far from ideal,” I said.

“Unless a miracle pitches up, we’re on a speeding train with no obvious means of stopping, and there’s probably an equal chance of the Malvernite cooking off and exploding, or the train derailing and then the Malvernite going off,” said Zoe. She had a firm grip on the mahogany surround of the chart recorder, and her knuckles were white.

“We could go back to our cabin and set about the brandy.”

I was only half-joking. Zoe looked at me, then let out a long breath.

“A tempting but short-term offer.” She started going through the cupboards below the windows along the right-hand side of the carriage: rolls of paper, jars of ink, ledgers, and a leather briefcase that made a satisfying crash when she hauled it out. She flipped the briefcase open and lifted out a tray of carefully arranged screwdrivers.

“Aha!”

“You have a plan?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I want to see what’s left of the driver’s cupola. If we can find the control panel, maybe we can hit it with a spanner until it decides to behave. But that’s going to involve going out in that.” She pointed up through the hole in the roof. “Help me move one of those chairs so I can get a leg up.”

“I’m keeping a firm grip on your ankles if you do,” I said.

“Agreed.” Zoe smiled.

She was up on the chair and half out of the carriage before I could say anything else. I wrapped my hands round one boot and hung on. It seemed an age later when she slid back down into the chair, looking like she’d participated in a Tesla experiment.

“Well?” I asked.

She raked her hair back and pushed the goggles up to hold it in place. “Most of the cupola’s gone, but it looks like the flexible couplings were made of sterner stuff. They’re hanging down there–” she waved at the corner of the carriage where there were tall cabinets instead of windows, “with the panel waving in the wind like a brass kite.”

“It’s not much good out there. How do we get it back in here?” I asked.

“Grappling or boat hook? Something like that.”

There was a commotion at the end of the carriage. One of the captains of industry looked like he was going to start poking the chest of a railwayman and using phrases like ‘see here’ or ‘my good man.’

“D’you think an umbrella would do?” I said.

“Maybe. Why?”

“Let me have those goggles, and then be prepared to stop the men from taking fright and stampeding.”

I tipped the contents of my shoulder bag onto a chair, fastened all the buttons but those at the top end, and then pulled the buckle tight so the empty bag lay diagonally across my back. Zoe favoured me with a suspicious look and handed me the goggles. I slung them around my neck and trotted up to the captain of industry with the umbrella.

“I beg your pardon, sir…”

He kept nodding as his fellow captain explained the operation of the railways to the railwayman. I tried again. “Pardon me, but…” The chap from the railway glanced at me.

Oh, the hell with it.

I twisted the umbrella from his grip and turned back to the windswept end of the carriage. Zoe looked horrified as she worked out what I was going to do. As I strode down the carriage, I swung the point of the umbrella over my right shoulder and slid it into my shoulder bag like a sword into a scabbard.

“I say! Miss!” There were shouts from the men behind me. I took two more strides and bounded onto the chair like a ramp in front of a vaulting horse.

The full force of the wind outside took my breath away. I had just enough time to think that if I’d known it was going to be like this I would never have started, before realising I was hanging out of a runaway train and coming back inside without the control panel would be so desperately awful I would never be able to hold my head up in polite society again. Or rather, that my death would be just messy instead of glowing and spectacular. I wriggled toward the edge of the roofline and peered over. The skein of control hoses hung from a bracket on the side of the carriage. The forward side curved down and back up to a similar bracket on the side of the second tender while the hoses on the far side twisted like an angry snake. I took a firm grip on the jagged edge of the hole, splintered wood digging into my left hand, and swung the umbrella out with my right. The wind nearly took the thing before I fully tightened my grip, but I swung the handle end down and managed to hook it round the hoses. Stretching out as much as I dared, I walked my fingers down the umbrella, then leaned back to haul the thing towards me. It was slow going. The weight of the hoses pulled them through the umbrella handle, making the forward loop larger until the remains of the control panel smashed into my wrist. I yelped into the gale, pulled the panel towards my head, and let myself fall backwards into the carriage.

The control panel bashed me on the head as I hit the floor, although my landing was softer than I expected and huffed, “Jayzus!” I sat up, a coil of control hose wrapped around one arm, to discover I’d been fielded by one of the railwaymen. The panel itself was a tangle of bent brass and steel, spattered liberally with dark red hydraulic oil. I glanced up at Zoe, who was wild-eyed and about to explode, then looked back at the panel.

“Zoe… That’s not oil, is it?”

She knelt down beside me. “I’m afraid not.”

“Blast. Awfully sorry. Going to have to…” My surroundings faded out as the carpet came up to meet me.

=◊=

I was sleeping on a terrible bed while someone on the far side of the room went on and on about bees. It was jolly annoying. I tried turning over to block out the droning, but I couldn’t move because something was in the way. Honestly, this was all too much. To put the tin lid on everything, someone was driving the bed across a ploughed field.

“Oh, come on, Olivia! It’s not like it was your blood.”

What was Zoe doing in my bed? It was an awful uncomfortable bed that smelled of carpet and cigars. I was mildly mortified that we…

… I opened my eyes and stared at the ragged edge of the carriage roof, the blank grey-black sky beyond, and the bundle of control hoses hanging down. Well then. That had happened. I shuffled myself up on my elbows. A semicircle of faces regarded me. I fought the urge to wriggle away from them until I was against something solid and tried to think of something witty to say so the faces would stop looking so concerned.

“What on earth was the business with the bees?” As if the things I dreamed while fainted like someone useless had any basis in fact. Nice work, Olivia.

“Bob in the guard’s van, miss,” said the railwayman on my left. His hat was missing, his jacket askew. He looked like someone who’d broken the fall of a person leaping from a carriage roof. He pointed towards the other end of the carriage where a lad in an outsized overcoat gesticulated wildly at one of the stewards from the buffet car. “He says one of the beehives has been stolen from the post office van.”

I looked at Zoe. She shrugged. “Miscreants in a dirigible loose a rocket which kills the engine driver directly and the rest of us later, then they shin down a rope in the dead of night onto a moving train to pinch a beehive? That actually seems fairly straightforward after that business with your chum from the wrong century.”

The railwayman looked as if he longed for an excuse to beetle off and ask people for their tickets. I used the chair to haul myself upright, dusted off the worst of the charred splinters, and started re-filling my shoulder bag. My hands had mostly stopped shaking by the time I was finished. I took a deep breath, straightened my shoulders, and turned back to Zoe and the railwayman. Oh, hang it.

“I’m sorry about the plummeting. I’m Olivia Butler, and this is my, um, friend, Zoe Harker. And you are?”

“Alf Tupper, miss. Fireman.”

“Thank you for fielding me, Alf. I think Zoe and I would be interested to find out more about Bob’s missing bees, and we’d be jolly grateful to have someone point us in the right direction.”

“I’d say go that way and stop when you hear the buzzing, but that would mean putting up with that sod whose brolly you lifted. Follow me,” he said.

He led us back through the passenger carriages to the post office van. Most of the caged off sections were filled with mailbags, but opposite the side door was the section for awkward objects, one of which was a beehive. I knelt down beside it and listened. The bees were very quiet. I looked up at Zoe.

“How much should a beehive weigh?”

“No idea.” She pushed at it. “But that doesn’t feel right.”

“Quiet bees made from flatirons? How very odd.”

“Bob was right,” said Alf. “Look at this.” He slid the side door open a couple of feet to let in a blast of night air and a spiral of snowflakes, then slammed it closed. “Someone’s broken the lock off.”

“Oh, the hell with it.” Zoe pulled hard at the lid of the hive. It slid off with a scrape. I flinched, expecting a faceful of angry bees. There was a complete lack of bees and a familiar whiff of light machine oil.

“Well, bloody hell,” said Zoe.

I peered into the top of the hive and saw a very new card hopper that looked out of proportion to the machine below it. I couldn’t quite make sense of what I was seeing.

“It’s a Jaquard-8,” Zoe said. “The smaller, faster, and vastly more expensive version of your elephant controller. I think the chaps in the dirigible pinched the wrong beehive. Which implies that once they’ve handed round the calamine lotion, they’ll be back for that one.”

Zoe turned to Alf, who was trying to peer into the top of the beehive from a polite
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  Flying and Falling
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  Stranger Ways
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