
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for Grimm, Grit, and Gasoline

“Magic mixes with grease and jazz in this fantastic new anthology that brims with strong heroines, diverse settings, and a heaping helping of Nazi-punching.”

—Nebula Award-nominated Beth Cato, author of Breath of Earth


“These unfailingly clever tales are impressive and page-turning, helping to correct the dearth of speculative fiction set in the interwar era. There is also a frequent and welcome spotlight on heroic women. Any reader who enjoys early-20th-century history or retold fairy tales will find these familiar but new, with well-played wonder in every story.”

—Publishers Weekly, Starred Review






Description

Dieselpunk and decopunk are alternative history re-imaginings of (roughly) the WWI and WWII eras: tales with the grit of roaring bombers and rumbling tanks, of ‘We Can Do It’ and old time gangsters, or with the glamour of flappers and Hollywood starlets, smoky jazz and speakeasies. The stories in this volume add fairy tales to the mix, transporting classic tales to this rich historical setting.

Two young women defy the devil with the power of friendship. The pilot of a talking plane discovers a woman who transforms into a swan every night and is pulled into a much more personal conflict than the war he’s already fighting. A pair of twins with special powers find themselves in Eva Braun’s custody and wrapped up in a nefarious plan. A team of female special agents must destroy a secret weapon—the spindle—before it can be deployed. Retellings of The Little Mermaid, Hansel and Gretel, Rapunzel, Cinderella, The Monkey King, Swan Lake, Pinocchio and more are all showcased alongside some original fairy tale-like stories.
 
Featuring stories by Zannier Alejandra, Alicia Anderson, Jack Bates, Patrick Bollivar, Sara Cleto, Amanda C. Davis, Jennifer R. Donohue, Juliet Harper, Blake Jessop, A.A. Medina, Lizz Donnelly, Nellie Neves, Wendy Nikel, Brian Trent, Alena VanArendonk, Laura VanArendonk Baugh, Sarah Van Goethem, and Robert E. Vardeman.






GRIMM, GRIT, AND GASOLINE

Dieselpunk and Decopunk Fairy Tales

A Punked Up Fairy Tales anthology


 

Edited by Rhonda Parrish

 

World Weaver Press





Copyright Notice

No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of World Weaver Press.

 

GRIMM, GRIT, AND GASOLINE

Copyright © 2019 Rhonda Parrish

See Copyright Extension for details on individual stories.

 

All rights reserved.

Cover layout and design by Sarena Ulibarri

Cover images used under license from DepositPhotos.com.

 

All rights reserved.

 

Published by World Weaver Press, LLC

Albuquerque, New Mexico

www.WorldWeaverPress.com

 

First edition: September 2019

Also available in paperback - ISBN-13: 978-1732254664

This anthology contains works of fiction; all characters and events are either fictitious or used fictitiously.

 

Please respect the rights of the authors and the hard work they’ve put into writing and editing the stories of this anthology: Do not copy. Do not distribute. Do not post or share online. If you like this book and want to share it with a friend, please consider buying an additional copy.





Table of Contents

Introduction by Rhonda Parrish

“Circles and Salt” by Sara Cleto

“Salvage” by A.A. Medina

“The Loch” by Zannier Alejandra

“Evening Chorus” by Lizz Donnelly

“To Go West” by Laura VanArendonk Baugh

“Bonne Chance Confidential” by Jack Bates

“늑대 - The Neugdae” by Juliet Harper

“The Rescue of Tresses Malone” by Alena Van Arendonk

“Daughters of Earth and Air” by Robert E. Vardeman 

“Easy as Eating Pie” by Amanda C. Davis

“Accidents are Not Possible” by Sarah Van Goethem

“A Princess, a Spy, and a Dwarf Walked into a Bar Full of Nazis” by Patrick Bollivar

“Steel Dragons of a Luminous Sky” by Brian Trent

“Ramps and Rocket” by Alicia K. Anderson

“As The Spindle Burns” by Nellie K. Neves

“Make This Water No Deeper” by Blake Jessop

“One Hundred Years” by Jennifer R. Donohue

“Things Forgotten on the Cliffs of Avevig” by Wendy Nikel

About the Anthologist

More Anthologies Edited by Rhonda Parrish

Copyright Extension









Introduction
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Rhonda Parrish

Inevitably when someone attempts to describe or define dieselpunk or decopunk they begin with, “It’s like steampunk, except…” and I really wanted to avoid doing that, mostly to be different. But the thing is, steampunk is a genre that speculative fiction readers generally have a pretty good grasp of, so it actually does make the perfect jumping off point when explaining dieselpunk and decopunk. So I will ask you to forgive me for this, but…

Dieselpunk is like steampunk, except that where steampunk draws its aesthetics from Victorian and Edwardian times and features steam-powered technology, dieselpunk pulls from a later time period and is much more about the roar of massive engines than bustles and parasols. Steampunk is brass and glass, dieselpunk is iron and grease. And I like to think of decopunk as dieselpunk’s flapper sister. Similar time period, but all dolled up and ready for a night out on the town.

I’ve noticed a bit of wiggle room when it comes to the time period that defines dieselpunk, but mostly it seems to be the interwar period—the years between the first and second World Wars. For this anthology, though, I stretched that and asked for stories set between the start of WWI and the end of WWII… and then I blatantly broke my own rule and included a story from the Korean War.

I actually broke a couple rules, not just of dieselpunk and decopunk, but of fairy tales. Some of these fairy tales, you will find, are not actually fairy tales. They are fairy tale-ish. Or folkloric. 

And there might be a couple ‘dustpunk’ stories (alternate histories from the dust bowl days of the dirty thirties) in here too, so there’s another rule bent. 

But I’m not losing sleep over bending or breaking those rules, and the anthology is stronger for it.

I feel like, in some ways, this anthology has been inevitable. At the very least it is my childhood meshing together with my middle-age in a glorious storytastic way. I spent a great deal of my childhood and several years of my adult life living in Nanton, Alberta. Nanton is a small town that is best known for being home to a Lancaster bomber—one of only seventeen remaining in the world. 

The bomber is now securely housed inside a museum there in Nanton, but when I was a kid it was just sort of parked outside right by a playground, and I spent a lot of time in that playground. My brother, cousins and I used to climb around the plane’s wheels as much as we did the monkeybars. And then they one day there was a chain link fence around the bomber. And then a building…

But one day, one magical day before the building or the fence, someone with some authority let us go through the Bomber. He’d pulled up a set of stairs to a door near the tail for some reason or another, and he gave us a quick and dirty tour through it. I don’t know if this was a community event or if we just happened to be at the right place at the right time—my memory of that is fuzzy—but the inside of that bomber left a very definite impression on me.

I think that might be where this anthology started. All those years ago when I was crawling through the belly of the bomber trying not to bump my head or catch myself on anything, and imagining how it must have been for the men who’d flown in it.

After that I had a low-key but persistent interest in WWI and WWII—in fact, interesting side note, the first ever time I made money writing was when I won second place in an essay contest about Remembrance Day that was sponsored by our local Legion (at that time I was living in Vulcan, Alberta so that was the Royal Canadian Legion Branch #21)—but that interest really came to head a few years ago when I transcribed my grandmother’s autobiography. 

Reading about my grandmother’s experiences. About her father who fought during the Great War with the 50th Battalion, and eventually died from injuries sustained during a gas attack, and how profoundly and personally that affected her. Reading about her brothers who went on to fight in WWII. Seeing her bitterness spilled across the page that after her father sacrificed so much in the ‘war to end all wars’ there was another war before the memory of the first had even lost its rough edges… well it personalized it for me in a way that nothing else had before, and re-ignited my interest in it.

And then I discovered dieselpunk and I was like, “Are you kidding me?” It was awesome. And then dieselpunk introduced me to decopunk and I knew I wanted to create something within those genres. Combining them with another lifelong fascination of mine—fairy tales and their retellings—just seemed like a perfect fit. And the timing couldn’t be better.

I proposed this anthology to my publisher, Sarena, right about the same time as the white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. A time when it seemed like the world could possibly benefit from a reminder that Nazis are bad and fascism must be stopped wherever it may be found.

And now we’re releasing it in 2019—the perfect time for the Nazi-fighting of dieselpunk, the subversive spirit of decopunk, and the hope and happily ever afters of fairy tales.


Rhonda Parrish

Edmonton

February 2019






Circles and Salt

[image: break]

Sara Cleto



“When therefore the time was over, and the day came when the Evil-one was to fetch her, she washed herself clean, and made a circle round herself with chalk. The devil appeared quite early, but he could not come near to her.”—Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm



Before I leave my room each morning, I slide my silver gloves into place. I used to worry that people would notice them and ask questions. The only other gloves I’d seen before arriving in the city were the tough leather gloves that I sometimes wore on the farm when I needed to protect my skin from splinters and briars. These gloves, my silver gloves, are light as cobwebs before dewdrops weight their strands. 

But here in the city, all the women wear gloves, and no one gives mine a second glance. Their fingers are wrapped in velvet and lace or netting and beads. Sometimes, they pull them off and let them rest on the table next to their drinks. When I bring round the pitcher of water, I see opals and emeralds gleaming on their fingers as they tap the table in time with the music. I never take mine off, not when I’m carrying a tray of drinks or tilting the microphone down to my lips. 

In my gloves, I could be anyone. I could be Elodie of the empty glasses, Elodie of the syncopated notes, Elodie from upstate or overseas or a dream. Without them, the narrative possibilities narrow to one, and I refuse to live in only one song and not of my making.

Besides, my hands have been cold for years.

I’ve been working at the Pear Tree for almost two months now. I was lucky to get the job at all—two boys had quit, one after the other, the day I wandered in, brushing snow off my coat and grimacing when the flakes melted into my gloves. My request for a whiskey was met by a harried look from the woman behind the bar. “You can have two whiskies on the house if you’ll clear those tables for me,” she said, sliding me a glass with one hand and gesturing towards a cluster of tables crowned with dirty glasses. I’d stayed all night, tossing back drinks and a bowl of thick vegetable stew between table-runs. The bartender must have liked the quickness of my feet—I didn’t sit down once—and she offered the room upstairs and more of the same if I’d come back the next day.

I’ve been here ever since.

The bartender—her name was Rona, I’d learned that the first night—decided she liked having an employee who didn’t mind taking orders from a woman, and gave me room, board, and seven dollars a week for helping her run the Pear Tree. She tried to make me sit down occasionally during my shifts, but I tugged at the wrists of my gloves and kept moving.

I don’t stand still, not for long. Rona thinks it’s because I’m young, full of spunk and life, dancing from sunup to sundown. It’s much simpler to let her think that I move for the sake of the music that always fills the club, for the sensation of my short curls brushing my neck. I can’t imagine trying to tell her the truth, so I smile and shiver and keep moving.


***


The truth is that I’ve been dancing, moving, running since I was fourteen. Before that, I was a dreamier creature altogether, a girl who could sink into stillness like a bucket into a well. I loved reading. I loved the slow, methodical way soup came together in a pot if I stood beside it and stirred. I loved watching the leaves fall from the apple tree outside my window. My father called me lazy, though I tended all the animals on his farm and made three meals for us each day. The way I could stand still and look steadily at anything made him uncomfortable.

He says he didn’t mean to do it, and I do my best to believe him, but at night when I lay in bed, careful to keep my arms and legs tucked carefully into my body, I am quite sure he did.

Everyone knows not to trust strangers in the wood. But when a man with a black hat and cold, cruel smile told him he’d pay half a million dollars for whatever stood in his backyard, he agreed.

“Well of course I thought it was nothing but the apple tree,” he told me later. “How was I to know you were out there, staring at nothing? You should have been busy making dinner by then.”

I looked at him in the steady way he hated for a long moment. Then I moved.


***


Always, the Pear Tree hummed with conversation, music punctuated with the scrape of chairs against the floor and the clink of glasses against each other and the round cocktail tables scattered across the large room. Small beaded lamps provided the only light, concealing nearly as much as they revealed. Sequins flashed on gowns and headbands, and teeth gleamed behind red lipstick as patrons moved between pools of light.

Tonight, the club positively brimmed with people, silk and the scents of leather and gin. The room was a perfect, unchoreographed dance, and I, at its center, was safe. I felt my muscles relax, my spine unstiffen as I went to stand behind my microphone. 

Every day, when I arrived at work, the first thing I did was to lift the small burgundy rug and check the ring of chalk I had drawn there, on the ground beneath the microphone. Once I was sure the circle was perfect and whole, I could step inside and be still.

The band, brassy and sweet as always, brought their song to a close. The pianist shot me a toothy grin before launching fingers across the keys in the first bars of my opening song, a sinuous rendition of “My Blue Heaven.” I felt my way back into stillness as I sang, letting my feet plant themselves against the floor. At first, I swayed with the music as words poured from my throat, but soon I let myself rest until all that moved was my mouth around the words and my eyes around the room.

Rona’s daughter was here again tonight. Though we hadn’t been introduced, the tight curl of her hair and the dimples in her cheeks were unmistakably her mother’s. Her gloves were short and dazzlingly white against her brown skin, and her back and her gaze were straight as an arrow. She seemed at home with herself in a way that I could almost remember feeling, and I could almost imagine feeling that way again when I looked at her. Almost. 

She found me behind the bar after my set.

“A gin rickey, please,” she said. Her voice was soft and smooth, as if she’d been drinking bee’s knees full of honey rather than water, which is all she’d had since she came in the door an hour ago. 

I nodded at her and pulled a highball glass off the shelf and added a few lumps of ice.

“Your voice is extraordinary,” she said. “Where did you learn to sing like that?”

Squeezing a lime over the glass, I looked up at her. She wasn’t leaning against or over the bar but standing up straight on the other side, her head cocked a little to the side as if waiting for my answer.

“Nowhere, really.” When she didn’t press for more but waited quietly for her drink, I added, “My mother sang when I was little. I guess I learned to love it from her.” Gin, then soda joined the lime in the glass.

The girl nodded. “It reminds me of a voice in a story I read once.” 

I slid her the glass, smooth and quick, so the soda fizzed against the gin but didn’t splash over the top. “What’s your name?”

She smiled. “June.”

“I’m Elodie. What story?”

She laughed. “It was a in book of fairy tales. The story was about a mermaid who wanted to be on land. She wanted it so much that she gave up her voice, the source of her power and magic. She did it for a prince”—here she made a face, and I laughed out loud—“which all seemed like rather a pity, and she died in the end.”

“I remind you of a ninny-mermaid?” I asked.

“No, no, just your voice. It sounds like something magic.”

“That sounds dangerous,” I said mildly. “You’re Rona’s daughter?”

“Yes. I’m between jobs, so I’m home for a visit,” June said. “I play the trumpet. You ever sing in a band?” 

“Me? No, I just sing here sometimes, on nights they need me to fill in.” 

“You should think about it. I know it pays better—I’ve worked here, too!” She dropped a few coins on the counter and slipped into the kitchen. 

I realized I’d been standing still since I’d finished pouring June’s drink. Scolding myself, I whirled back into motion, wiping down the bar, carrying around the water pitcher, clearing glasses, clearing my mind of anything past tomorrow.


***


The devil came for me the same day my father made his bargain. 

Bags stuffed with crisp bills, bags brimming with bright coins spilled their bounty in our kitchen. My father sank his fingers into them and smiled.

I did the only thing I knew to do—I drew a circle round me with chalk, like a heroine from the fairy tales my mother used to tell me. 

When the devil appeared, the circle was almost closed. He saw me, saw my hand guiding the chalk across the floor, and he extended his fingers and hissed a word that seared my ears and my flesh. A black mark bloomed across the pale skin of my hand, and I could feel his grip on me. I screamed in rage and pain, but I didn’t stop moving my hand, not for an instant, and before he could fasten his hold on me, the circle was closed.

“You are mine,” he told me. His skin was the bluish white of deep winter ice, and his smile was a string of icicles.

“I am my own.”

“You are your father’s. You are his flesh and blood, and he has given you to me. You are mine.”

“I am my own, and you have no claim on me.”

“Ah, but you are wrong, my beauty. You have but to look at yourself to know that I will never release you.”

I refused to look down at my hand, but I could feel his mark settling into my skin, swirling around my palm and up my fingers, arcane and bruise-deep.

“No. I will stay in this circle forever if I have to, or I’ll run for the rest of my life, but you will not take me.”

He laughed, each icicle-tooth gleaming in the wet maw of his mouth. “A challenge! How delightful!” He grinned, teeth grinding together, snapping and spawning new spires as I watched. My stomach heaved but I swallowed, and met his gaze. “Well, my rabbit, let’s see you run. I’ll make a new bargain. Stay within a circle or run, run, run, and you’ll be safe. But the moment you stop, the second you rest, I will take you.”

The devil vanished from my kitchen. The stove, the teacups, and all the coins were covered in a thick layer of frost.


***


That night, the devil sat in the chair at the foot of my bed. I felt him come in with a blast of cold like a punch to the chest. 

“You stood still, little Elodie,” he murmured, his fingers tracing frosted obscenities across my bedroom mirror. “Not for long, just a moment, but it was just enough to let me find you. Why did you do it, my rabbit? Did you see a prince and fall in love?”

My bed was circled in rings and rings of chalk, so he could not reach me, not here, not yet.  I turned my back to him and curled around my pillow. “You have some very outdated ideas about how modern ladies run their lives,” I said in a reasonable approximation of my normal voice. 

“Then what was it, Elodie? Tell me, and I’ll go away until tomorrow night.”

I was silent for a moment. His footsteps cracked against the floorboards like an ax into wood as he circled my narrow bed.

“I wanted to talk to someone. I wanted a friend.”

“A friend?” said the devil, his voice incredulous. “You’d risk everything because you wanted a friend? Oh, Elodie, you delightful, foolish girl.”

He vanished. When I sat up, I saw that the floor gleamed with a thick sheet of ice.


***


I packed chalk, bread, and my mother’s best silver gloves. My father tried to offer me a handful of his shiny new bills, but I spat on them. And then on him.

“How dare you disrespect me! I am your father!” he raged.

“How dare you disrespect me! I am your daughter! May this money bring you nothing but misery and the devil’s cold embrace.”

I slammed the door behind me, threw my pack over my shoulder, and ran down the road that led to the big city. 

When I bit into my bread that night from within the safety of a fresh chalk circle drawn in the dirt, I remembered that my father had never made a meal for himself, that he didn’t know how to use the heavy kitchen stove. I chewed, swallowed, and smiled a very small smile.


***


June found me crying into the soup pot the next morning.

“Elodie! What’s wrong?” She unhitched her trumpet case from her shoulder and ran across the kitchen.

“It’s nothing,” I croaked between sobs.

“Well, that’s nonsense.” She tentatively lifted her arms and when I stumbled forward, she enfolded me in a hug. I let myself cry into her blouse for a few heartbeats, then disentangled myself, darting around the room to catch up new ingredients and toss them in the soup. “Elodie, sit down. Let me get you a glass of water, and you can tell me what’s wrong?”

“I can’t,” I said, manically sprinkling pepper over the pot and rushing back to the spice rack.

“Of course you can!”

“No, really. I can’t.” I looked up to see her looking at me, bemused. “I could tell you, I suppose, but I can’t stop moving.”

“Well, let’s start there.” June set her trumpet case on the long kitchen table and pulled out a chair. “Tell me.”

Her eyes were so kind. “Well. The devil’s after me.”

June laughed a little. “He’s after us all, isn’t he?”

I don’t know what came over me—the desire to be believed? Or maybe just the desire to sit down in a damned chair without fear?—but I ripped off my silver glove. His brand pulsed darkly against my skin and seemed to wind itself tighter around my fingers. The pads of my fingers had gone the sickly blue-white of milk.

“Circles of chalk and constant motion keep him from taking me. But I was careless. I stood still too long yesterday, and he came for me last night, and he says he’s coming again tonight, and I don’t know how I can stand this much longer.”

Slowly, June stood up, and even more slowly, she took my hand carefully in both of hers to inspect the mark.

She looked up at me and said, “I believe you.”

My breath went out in a rush.

“And if you believe in me, then I think we can fix him good.”


***


I slept behind rubbish bins, under bridges and trees. I ate what scraps I could find or beg. Once, I climbed over high garden walls and ate apples and pears until the groundskeeper chased me away. I took work, when I could find it, washing, building, cleaning—anything that kept me on my feet and in motion. When I ran low on chalk, I’d buy more, or steal it. I never stayed anywhere long. Rest or comfort would draw the devil to me all the faster. And in this way, days, months, and then two years passed. By the time I wandered into The Pear Tree, I was too exhausted to run further, but my anger burned brighter than my father’s coins.


***


“This is a terrible idea,” I muttered as the sun melted into the horizon, leaving only a dim golden glow in its wake. We needed space and privacy to enact June’s plan, and with only a few hours before night fell, we’d gone to the park in the center of the city.

June glowered at me over her trumpet but continued tuning it.

“You should leave. There’s no reason for you to be dragged into this with me.”

Lifting her lips from the mouthpiece, she said, “Just remember what I told you, and we’ll be fine.”

“Fine?” I demanded. “The devil is coming, but it’s fine?”

“He’s probably a minor demon who gets his jollies terrorizing humans. Personally, I’m not convinced there’s a singular “Devil,” just a bunch of bad numbers with too much magic and too little sense to stay wherever it is they come from.” The sunset dimmed as true night fell. “Now, hush. It’s time.”

June lifted the trumpet to her lips, and a strand of notes, bright and sparkling as jewels, tumbled out. I stepped back into the cover of the trees—not hiding, that would only make me more enticing, but far enough away to let June and her trumpet shine under the glow of the nearest streetlamp. Her music was like nothing I’d heard before, lush and bright, full of motion and movement and dancing, and, as I listened, I knew the devil would like it. 

I knew when he arrived, not by his voice, but by the sudden cold that ate my bones and made my brand swell like new ice.

“Elodie,” he began, but he stopped, his head swiveling towards the music. “What’s this?” he murmured, taking a step closer to June. 

June didn’t falter, though frost formed on the ends of her curls, climbing higher up the strands as he crept towards her. Her music surged, honey and brass and summer sunlight distilled in her tune.

“How wonderful,” he murmured. “I think I’ll take you, too.”

As the music played on, I darted forward, my feet silent and sure from years of unceasing speed and motion. I reached deep into my pockets. Gathering fistfuls of salt, I poured a stream of white grains in an arc behind him. A perfect curve, a gibbous crescent, curled round his feet.

But it was only that, a curve, and I needed a circle, or I would be running until I died or he took me somewhere I had no intention of going. So I stepped back, took a quick, choked breath, and opened my mouth. I sang at him, a scrap of an old song I remember from my mother.

Well met, well met, said he

I have just returned from the salt, salt sea

And it’s all for the sake of thee

The devil laughed, as well he might, and took a step toward me, his hand outstretched. His fingers were tipped in claws of ice. But when his boot touched the salt, it began to smoke. He turned, seeking a clear path, but June had already closed the circle with salt from her own pocket.

He was encased in his own perfect circle.

June blew a single, steady note on her trumpet as she reached for more salt, and I kept singing. He screamed until he sizzled and ebbed at our feet. Together, we threw salt, and more salt, and until the devil was naught but a steaming pool of water and a few pieces of gold. I took off my gloves. The brand was still there, would always be a mark of what my father and the devil had done to me, but it was my hand, and there was no one left to claim me but myself.

June tucked her trumpet back into its case and offered me her arm. I took it gratefully, and we followed the road out of the park and toward The Pear Tree.

For a time, we walked in silence.

“We should start a new band, our own band,” June said thoughtfully. “If we can snare a devil with our music, surely we can charm a few drunk lads downtown.”

I stopped in the middle of the road, because I could, and June stopped with me. “We could be the City Salters.”

“No,” said June, grinning. “The Ninny Mermaids.”


***


The Pear Tree was full that night, as always, but after I sang, accompanied by June on her trumpet, and cleared the tables, I found a chair where I could drink a whiskey and do nothing at all. 


***

Dr. Sara Cleto is a folklorist, author, and teacher. She recently completed her PhD in English and Folklore, and she is a co-founder of The Carterhaugh School of Folklore and the Fantastic where she teaches courses on fairy tales, creative writing, mythic adaptation, and more. Her poetry and fiction can be found in Uncanny Magazine, Faerie Magazine, Liminality, Mythic Delirium, Goblin Fruit, and others. Her story in this collection, “Circles and Salt,” is a response to the gruesome but fascinating Grimms’ fairy tale “The Girl Without Hands.” She lives in liminal space with her husband and their cats. She can be found at saracleto.com and carterhaughschool.com.






Salvage
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A.A. Medina


The small village was home to fewer than a hundred souls and tucked away in the middle of the Italian hinterlands. No one, not even Geppetto, thought their quiet community would see the war and yet the battle had ripped through the town, leaving loss and suffering in its wake. The countryside was once a peaceful place; blue skies, rolling hills, singing birds, and frolicking children. Now, pillars of smoke rose from the fires that pockmarked the fields, ash and remains—of both man and machine—littered the landscape.

Geppetto gazed out across the scorched earth. The zeppelins were faint dots in the distance. However, if he listened intently, he could still hear the percussion of the bombs resonate through the atmosphere.

His grandfather used to tell him, “There is always a gold nugget in the heap of dung, put in the work and find it, or get out.” Unfortunately, for Geppetto, there was no getting out.

He trekked through the aftermath, searching for metals and goods with minimal damage. Geppetto owned a small metal workshop where he forged and fixed tools, farming equipment, and even dabbled in décor. In the path of destruction, the armies left behind military-grade iron, bronze, and steel—he’d need it to rebuild and restore what was left of his village.  

“Jiminy, whoa.” Geppetto dug his heels into the side of his aging mule and dismounted. Searching the general area, he tossed small gears, nuts, bolts, sheet metal—anything he could lift and carry on his own —into the open carriage. It would take many days and many trips to scavenge just the little stuff and, if there were any able-bodied men left, he’d have to enlist them to retrieve the bigger scraps.

The thought brought pain to Geppetto. A sense of guilt weighed on him. Back at the village, grieving mothers wailed over the brutalized bodies of their dead sons. The few of the militia that survived wandered, shell-shocked among the ruins. When the horns had blared, and the denizens took up arms, determined to defend their homes knowing full well the attempt would be feeble, Geppetto had hidden like a coward. His every attempt to conjure courage stifled by the sound of the bombardments.

With tears in his eyes, Geppetto continued his search. Those boys deserve honor, he thought. They cannot be lost to history, they fought and died for all they had—and for us. They deserve to be immortalized. 

Then he heard it. A groan, a moan, a cough. Geppetto spotted an arm jutting out from under a large piece of armor-plating and scurried over.

“Hey! Hey!” Geppetto fell to his stomach, trying to get a glimpse at the unfortunate being. A young boy and, from what he could see through the wreckage, he wasn’t wearing a uniform. “Boy, are you okay?”

“Please… Help…”

“Hang on!”

Geppetto jumped to his feet, rushed over to Jiminy and unlatched the ropes from the carriage. “Let’s go!” He pulled on Jiminy’s bridle, leading him toward the boy. With haste, Geppetto tied, wrapped, and looped, the ropes to any jagged corner or holes he could find in the hunk of steel. “I’m gonna get you out of there, boy! Just hold on!” With one end of the rope secured to Jiminy’s harness, Geppetto wrapped the other end around his waist and tied it tight. He smacked Jiminy hard on the behind, stinging his palm. 

“Get! Get!” Both man and mule pulled. Every muscle in Geppetto’s body strained. His heels dug into the ground and just when he thought his plan was futile, the mass of metal budged. “Get! Get!” Inch by inch, the slab slid away until Geppetto could see most of the boy’s body. “Whoa!”

Geppetto untied the rope from his waist and scurried to the boy. He looked lifeless save the blinking of his eyes. His legs were a mangled mess, his farmer’s clothes torn, shredded, and stained with crimson and mud. Geppetto wasn’t sure if he wanted to cry or vomit. He looked away and collected himself. 

“Okay, let’s get you out of here.” Geppetto knelt and scooped up the body. The boy screamed and writhed in pain, almost causing Geppetto to drop him. Then he fainted. 

Tears left Geppetto’s dirty cheeks bedraggled as he marched the limp, mangled body back to the carriage.


***


Geppetto brought the boy back to his cottage, cleaned his body, dressed his wounds, and placed him in a makeshift cot by the fireplace. The poor boy was still unconscious; his breathing short and stuttered. Geppetto knew there was a slim chance he’d still be alive when the sun rose the next morning. 

He sat by the boy for hours, but his sympathy, his helplessness, his guilt, became unbearable. This boy, he thought, this boy was no older than thirteen, yet he took up arms and fought. You will be remembered, boy.

Geppetto stepped outside to his forge. He retrieved gears and bolts and nuts and scrap from the carriage and tossed them onto the burning coals. Throughout the night, he hammered away, manipulating the glowing steel and iron. Thin pipes for the legs and arms. A collection of forge-wielded cannisters for the torso. Carefully, with a ball peen hammer, Geppetto formed and shaped a face into a piece of sheet metal. He used nuts for the eyes and a giant bolt for the nose.

Hours and hours had passed before Geppetto was done. He dropped his hammer and sat against the stone half wall. His face flushed red and sweat streamed down it to soak his tunic. The strange metal sculpture, resembling a boy, only stood two feet tall, but Geppetto knew what he had to do to honor the fallen. This is my prototype, he thought. Tomorrow, I’ll begin work on the big one, the one I will erect in the village center as a reminder to what they sacrificed and to what we lost.

Geppetto thought of the boy inside his cottage. He wondered if he were still alive. He looked up into the night, the glow of the rising sun had started to redden the horizon, and a shooting star streaked across the sky.  “Please, let the boy live on…” he said to the universe. “Please.”  Geppetto climbed to his feet and returned to his cottage. 

Inside, the boy was still. Geppetto approached and fell to his knees, clasping the small, cold hand between both of his, he placed his weary head on the boy’s quivering chest and wept. The boy inhaled… 

…Then exhaled, for the last time. 

Outside, the morning sun gleamed off the metal sculpture and its iron arm creaked as it rose, shielding the glaring light from its eyes.


***
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Part 1. Home-patrol



Home-patrol is the absolute worst assignment; any pilot worth his salt would tell you as much. Nights are long and lonely, flying circles over the channel, with little to no chance of seeing action. The road to glory is not paved with home-patrol shifts.

Previously, these thankless assignments were reserved for new recruits, and semi-retired captains; however, with the rise in German crows’ sightings, we’ve all been dragged into the rotation.

There was a time when warfare was all about ships, aircrafts and the occasional mechanical walker; but we underestimated Hitler’s fascination with the occult. It took us months to realize the inky birds tracking our troops’ movements were in fact Nazi shapeshifting witches—the worst kind of spies.

We didn’t take any chances after that. The second a black bird was spotted flying across the Dover skies the best aviators were dispatched. With more sightings in Brighton and even as far as London, even the best of us were stuck with home-patrol at least once every month. 

This time, I wasn’t particularly bothered by my home-patrol shift. I was due for London in two days, anyway, so the timing worked out for me. And, I could use a night of calm before I had to face her Ladyship, the Countess of Woolton, also known as my mother.

The silence of the tranquil night was broken by a gruff voice that made the entire cockpit reverberate. “So, what’s it gonna be, Sig?”

“Whatever do you mean, Reggie?” I asked, honestly clueless, but already knowing I wouldn’t like the answer.

“Fat and rich, or pretty and dumb?” 

Reggie was referring to the two choices of wife my mother had been pushing on me since the war started. 

Her top candidates were Miss Haddock, a sweet, physically substantial heiress from America and Miss Chatterley, a beautiful and idle socialite from London. Or, as Reggie liked to call them: Miss Plump and Miss Airhead.

“Miss Chatterley is also rich,” I reminded Reggie.

“So, pretty, dumb and rich, seems like Airhead has the advantage!”

“You’re forgetting impossibly spoiled and shallow.”

“Perhaps you should give them a test ride before you decide. If you know what I mean.”

“Now, now, Reggie. Don’t be crass, behave like a gentleman.”

“Come on Sig,” he protested. “I live vicariously through you. What I would give for a night with a lass… any lass, I would even gladly take the rotund one! Maybe you can invite the Ladies on a night flight and—”

“Reggie! Have some decency,” I cut him off. The cheeky bastard… 

You see, Reggie is my plane.

Reginald McGregor was a respected Captain during the Great War but he got into an unfortunate bit of trouble after returning home. I’m not entirely sure what he did, Reggie doesn’t like to talk about it, but the words bootlegging and illegal gambling have been floated around. 

Back in the 30s, magical justice was still commonplace in England and Reggie was sentenced to spend a century as an object of his choosing. He had always dreamed of becoming a pilot, so he chose a fighter aircraft—a top of the line Supermarine Spitfire with a two-stage Rolls-Royce Centaur engine, powered by high cetane diesel.

I’m not sure where they found a wizard powerful enough to manage that metamorphosis, but the sentence was carried out scarcely two months prior to the British witch exodus of ’36. To think that at one point we thought banning magic was the solution to our problems. All it did was leave us vulnerable. But I digress…

Everyone thought me demented when I agreed to become Reggie’s pilot, but we were in the middle of war, and with no magical citizens left on British soil, we were at a terrible disadvantage. We couldn’t afford to waste such a fine Spitfire, and someone had to fly him. Might as well be me. 

In fact, having a sentient plane isn’t all that bad. Reggie can be moody at times, and constantly gets up in my business, but he’s an otherwise good egg. He’s kept me safe so far and I appreciate the company during long haul flights.

“You’re no fun, Skip,” Reggie complained. “Would it kill you to share your exploits every once in a while?”

I sighed. Reggie believes I go gallivanting around like Casanova whenever I’m not flying him. In reality, I spend my free time smoking cigars and reading books on aerodynamics, but I would hate to disappoint him.

I searched for a story that would keep Reggie entertained. “Did I ever tell you about the time my plane, my previous plane, went down in the middle of the jungle?”

“No, but I don’t feel like hearing about it, not unless it involves a woman. Don’t you try to distract me, Sig.”

“Well, Reggie, as a matter of fact, there was a woman.”

Reggie perked up, or, in his case, jerked in the air.

“It was the spring of 1941,” I started. “I was taking a new aircraft for a spin—”

“What type of plane?” Reggie interrupted.

“Hawker fury.”

He snorted. “No wonder it went down.”

“It was not the plane’s fault. There was a storm, as a matter of fact. I lost control of the plane, must have hit my head at some point and lost consciousness.”

“So, obviously, that piece of junk crashed.”

“Not all planes can be as smart as you Reggie; so, yes, it crashed.” 

The memory of that day still haunted me, and not because of my brush with death.

“Were you hurt?” Reggie asked after my prolonged silence.

“I was. I was in and out of it for days.” 

My recollections from the time after the crash came in the form of feverish flashes. The seatbelt strap burning the skin of my neck as someone pulled me out, the wet soil under my back, the hollow echo of water drops inside a cave, soft hands peeling off my blood-soiled clothes.

“When I came to, she was there,” I said still lost in thought.

“Who was she?”

“An angel,” I said, and I wasn’t talking in the metaphorical sense, not entirely; I couldn’t think of a better way to describe my savior. “I hit the windshield when I crashed. My goggles smashed against my eyes. My vision was tinted red, but, for the briefest moment, I saw her ethereal figure.”

Reggie flew ahead without talking.

“She bandaged my eyes and remained quiet for the longest time, but when she finally spoke, her voice felt like lemon juice and honey against a sore throat.”

“I’ve never heard you speak like this, Skip. What did you talk about?” Reggie asked.

“I told her about my childhood, the good and the bad, like the time I got to ride my first horse; or the time I spent Christmas alone because Lord and Lady Woolton had engagements overseas. I knew she was just trying to distract me from the pain… but it felt good, it felt real. Ironic, considering—”

“Considering what?”

I chuckled with embarrassment. “You see, Reggie, I’m not entirely sure she was there.”

“What do you mean, Sig?”

“After a couple of weeks when I was finally healed she went away to gather some water and fresh fruit. At least that’s what she told me. I had made up my mind. I was going to ask her to come back with me, but… she never returned.

“I removed the bandages myself, and noticed they were made of leaves. I was alone inside a cave, and there was no sign of her. I looked around in the woods and there was nothing there either, no villages, no campsites, no sign of human life for miles. Eventually, I accepted that she was a figment of my imagination. A mirage my mind fabricated to keep me alive.”

Reggie flew in thoughtful silence for a while. “Perhaps she was an angel then.”

“Perhaps she was.”

I didn’t have time to regret oversharing with my aircraft, because fluttering movement in the horizon caught my eye.

Even with the recent measures against the crows, no one had been able to capture one. I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel a certain exhilaration when I spotted the German flier—I could almost taste the glory of returning home with such a prize.

Reggie must have felt the same way because he propelled us forward at maximum velocity.

The bird, having noticed our presence, folded its wings and plunged down in a free fall. Reggie didn’t hesitate to follow with a bold nose-dive, accompanied by a screeching battle cry. However, I could tell our attack maneuver was not sustainable. 

The feathered bastard was plummeting towards the water in a sharp angle, waiting until the very last second to reverse the descent. Our superior size prevented us from doing the same; so, we could either crash into the sea or overshoot. I could already tell we would do the latter.  

As predicted, Reggie was forced to pull out of the dive earlier than the bird, the resulting arc placed us in front of our target and we lost our offensive position, but our disadvantage was momentary. 

When you’ve been flying with a partner for as long as Reggie and I have, unspoken decisions are made in a matter of milliseconds. I pulled back on the stick, giving Reggie the reduced angle he needed for a High Yo-Yo maneuver. We rolled into a steep inverted turn, correcting our overshoot and regaining our position behind the bird.

We were much closer this time. I braced my finger on the trigger, but the bird was flying away erratically, making it hard to get a clean shot.

The crow’s feathers were gleaming under the moonlight, taking on a silver almost white hue. I was considering how bizarre this was, when Reggie lurched unexpectedly.

“I hit something,” he declared.

I still had our target in my line of vision, which meant we were dealing with more than one bandit. Reggie rose a few cherubs and, suddenly, we could see them all—a dozen birds, at least. An entire bank, and they were definitely not crows. Not unless crows had suddenly turned white and regal.

“What in God’s name—” Reggie muttered. 

“Swans,” I said, finally getting a close enough view. I couldn’t understand why the German witches would shape-shift into swans instead of crows. They were not fast enough, and their snow-white feathers made them easy targets at night.

“We can still catch one!” Reggie was not ready to give up. “Get ready for a hover, Skipper.”

Regular Spitfires don’t hover, but mine does. Reggie had mastered this skill through stubborn practice. He just wanted a cool party trick, but it ended up being one of our most effective combat maneuvers. However, it is very taxing on Reggie. He can only hold a hover for a few seconds and usually no more than once per flight which is why he warned me, so I was ready and wouldn’t waste his efforts. 

Reggie selected a target, a swan that was flying slower than the rest. Judging from the blood soaking up its right wing, I concluded it was the one we’d hit. 

As we got closer, we reduced our altitude, and for a moment we were flying lower than the wounded swan. I gave Reggie a signal, and he rolled upside down, flying in an inverted position for a few seconds. Next, we climbed back up, drawing a semicircle that placed us directly in the path of the swan. And there, he hovered.

The bird was right in front of us, all I had to do was pull the trigger.

My finger twitched in anticipation but stopped when I looked into the swan’s eyes. Those were human eyes, no question about it, and they were also completely devoid of evil.

“Now, Sig!” Reggie screamed, but I was frozen. 

Finally, unable to hold the hover any longer, Reggie let himself fall. I held on to the juddering stick, aware, on some level, that Reggie wouldn’t be able to stabilize himself without my assistance.

“What happened?!” Reggie demanded with a mix of disappointment and contained rage. “We had him… or her, or whatever, we had it, Sig!”

“That was no spy,” I simply replied and convinced a defeated Reggie to fly us back to Biggin Hill.


***


Part 2. The Tinker Yard


We landed past midnight. The aerodrome was relatively quiet, with lights out on most of the Nissen huts and only a couple of latecomers having supper in the mess hall. 

I took Reggie to the tinker yard for a tune-up before retiring. A couple of mechanics were working on a decommissioned German battle-walker, but the yard was otherwise empty.

Reggie and I stared up at the metallic beast in awe. The biped tank stood twenty feet tall, with a control cabin big enough for three soldiers, a rocket launcher on top, and two sub-machine guns strapped to each side of its ‘head’. It puffed clouds of diesel smoke as the mechanics attempted to reignite its motors—no doubt they were hoping to reverse-engineer the technology. 

Everyone knew the Empire was far superior in sea and sky, but we were lagging when it came to
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