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Love and Adventure aboard the luxury airship
The Soaring Dragon. 
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Chapter One
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Lin Mei Lau admired the elegant lines of the  Soaring Dragon as it floated toward its mooring above Victoria Harbour on Hong Kong Island. 
The balloon gleamed and the gondola glinted in the sunlight, high above the sparkling water.
She sighed, soaking up the sight of the golden luxury airship.
Some day.
She was bound for the harbor front on an errand for her mother, from her mountain village home on the mainland side of the Hong Kong region. She rested on the box of rice wine she would sell at her spot by the Victoria Hotel. Businessmen from all over the world bought her mother’s wine.
It was ‘Hong Kong’s best’, she told them.
The proof of their agreement would weigh her hidden pocket with their coin all the way home.
Shielding her eyes with her hand, she checked the angle of the sun, returning her gaze to the distant airship.
Her brother, Andrew Siu Lung Lau, had taken on the post of Chief of Security aboard the Soaring Dragon a little over a year ago, and he was coming home for an extended stay.
The unloading of passengers and cargo would begin soon. 
Time to go, Lin Mei.
Standing, she lifted the crate, balanced it on her head, and resumed her journey with a lighter step.
Humming to herself, she recalled the few stories Andrew had recounted during his quick stops home while the ship was at port. 
Who would have guessed an airship could be so full of adventure? 
Someday I’m going to work aboard the Soaring Dragon, too.
She laughed. 
Andrew would hate the idea.
The dirt path quickly turned to packed earth roads as her imagination soared with the possibilities that the airship offered.
The streets were already bustling when she set her crate of wine on the ground before the grand hotel. The sun was a little higher than it should have been for her arrival, so she quickly got to work. 
An hour later, her crate was empty and her pocket full. She surreptitiously tucked the linen purse so that it dropped inside her clothing, out of view—and reach—of the sticky fingers of wharf thieves. 
Taking up the crate, she crossed the road, mindful of horses and rickshaws, to the food hawker’s stall at the edge of the market. 
The air by the waterfront differed from the mountain air she was used to. 
Heavier, saltier. Smelly. 
Soon her crate held fresh fruit and steamed buns for her three energetic younger siblings. Navigating the crush of people, she made her way to the ferry depot to wait for Andrew and Adelina. 
Boosting herself up onto canvas-covered cargo, she settled comfortably and unwrapped one of the tasty buns for herself. 
Well-to-do businessmen wandered by in conversation, discussing the latest economic developments, while foreigners strolled past in varying degrees of wonder of all that Hong Kong had to offer.
They all wore their dark suits with three-quarter length suit jackets, top hats, and carried walking sticks or umbrellas with fancy polished handles.
As part of the British Empire, it was a thriving hub of trade goods and people.
Lin Mei eavesdropped on anyone within earshot. She’d picked up a few languages, having spent so much time interacting with the harbor front clientele. The harbor was a miniature of the greater world beyond the little island and its surrounding territory.
All the world, right here, in Hong Kong.
Her eyes drifted back to the moored airship at the island-side dock, just a short ferry ride across the glittering expanse of Victoria Harbour.
Nibbling at her aromatic sweet bun, she engaged in her favorite daydream. 
Could I successfully stow away if I wanted to? 
She amused herself, plotting the string of events required to do it.
I’d rather be there legitimately.
Like Andrew. 
It had been a favor to his superior officer at the Constabulary. The police chief’s famous father-in-law, Toussaint Kaisin, had needed a trusted personal guard during his travels back to Europe. He’d insisted that Andrew was the right man for the job, making it difficult for him to refuse. The position became permanent after Andrew and Adelina reunited during that trip.
I’ll ask him this time.
He’d be home long enough that she had time to wear him down.
Worrying her lip, Lin Mei considered her options.
Literate, but not formally educated. Hard working. And at twenty-two, she should have been married with children of her own by now. 
Lin Mei wasn’t interested in making a match, no matter how suitable her mother thought the young men working in the market or surrounding farms were. Lin Mei had already ruled out fishermen. As much as she loved eating fish, she’d rather not smell like them for the rest of her life.
The weight of the purse tied to her waist seemed to grow as she thought of the responsibilities she was expected to fulfill.
From across the harbor, the ferry’s stack spewed forth its cloud as it pulled away from its dock, turning toward her.
Her worries puffed away like the ferry smoke, and she smiled.
Andrew was home.
[image: image-placeholder]Professor Joseph Kaisin finished reviewing the inventory with a nod, then handed the list back to the stevedore foreman. They loaded the furniture and larger pieces of equipment aboard a sea-going ship. The rest would accompany him aboard the Soaring Dragon. 
His father’s household. A lifetime of work, collections, and mementos. The more precious items would travel with him.
“Joe!”
He turned to see his old school friend, Andrew Lau, approaching him along the pier, accompanied by a striking auburn-haired beauty. 
“Andrew! Adelina! I wondered if I’d see you here. My father has been raving about you in his letters.” He smiled and kissed the back of Adelina’s gloved hand, noting her extended belly. “I wanted to thank you both for your service in keeping my father and his work safe during his voyage to Europe.”
“How is Mr. Kaisin?” she asked. 
“His health has turned.” Joe waved a hand toward the crates stacked on the wharf next to them. “I’ve finally convinced him to remain in London with me now that I’m seriously thinking of taking a post at the university there. I’ll tell you, he is not happy about it, but I think it’s for the best.”
“Chief Clayton has kept us up to date on the matter of the break-ins to your father’s Hong Kong house. The events here could be connected to what happened on the Soaring Dragon. I’m sure the Chief will be sorry to lose Mr. Kaisin’s companionship,” Andrew said.
Joe nodded. “He was equally sorry to see you leave the constabulary as a result of my father’s adventures. Should we go somewhere for tea, Adelina?” Joe offered as her gloved hand swept her extended belly.
She was about to answer when a young woman appeared, calling Andrew’s Chinese name.
“Lin Mei!” Andrew smiled and responded in the local dialect. 
A small woman with bright eyes, a lovely smile, and delicate features framed by wisps of black hair escaping the knot at her nape approached and set her crate down.
Breathtaking.
Adelina’s smile broadened upon seeing the young woman. “Andrew’s sister,” she said to Joe.
The siblings’ exchange continued on another moment, ending with a warm embrace before they turned to the present company. Andrew first introduced Adelina to his sister, then Joe, who greeted her politely.
Her smile was wide, and her eyes sparkled as she nodded to them. “You are related to the famous inventor Mr. Toussaint Kaisin?”
“My father.” Joe smiled.
“How wonderful! I hope to meet him someday,” she said to him, then turned to Adelina. 
Her eyes grew round as they fell to the distended belly and delivered a shocked response to her brother that Joe could only guess at.
To Adelina she said, “My brother said nothing of this news in his letters home.” She shot an accusatory glare in Andrew’s direction. “Our mother will be very excited to finally meet you.”
Adelina reached for Lin Mei’s hands. “I’m happy to meet all of you. Don’t be upset with Andrew. We wanted it to be a surprise.” 
“We should get you up to the village before the day grows too hot. It’s a long walk, much of it uphill.” Ms. Lau again admonished her brother. “We should hire a rickshaw.”
“No, please, I’m eager to stretch my legs after so long on board the airship.”
“Are you sure?” Andrew turned to her. At her nod, he turned back to Joseph. “You’ll join us, won’t you? There is always a celebration when I return, but everyone will be involved since Lina is coming to meet my family for the first time.”
“They’re getting married soon,” Ms. Lau beamed.
“I’m afraid I’d be a fish out of water, Andrew. I don’t speak the language or know the customs.”
“Then I would be in good company, Joe, since I’m quite lacking as well,” Adelina said with a laugh. “I will be relying heavily on Andrew and the patience of the Lau family.”
“I will help translate. It will be easy. Don’t worry.” Ms. Lau insisted, smiling at both. “Please, join us.” 
Joe studied his friend’s face. “How could I pass on the opportunity to meet your family? Especially with such lovely ladies in attendance.”
Andrew clapped him on the back good-naturedly and took Adelina’s carpetbag, then her hand, leading on at her pace.
Ms. Lau refused Joe’s offers to carry her crate, but seemed content to walk alongside him, casting him furtive glances.




Chapter Two
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“He is very handsome, isn’t he?” Mama handed bowls of steaming rice to Lin Mei, then scowled. “Too young and strong and handsome to be a professor.” 
Lin Mei jumped, lost in thought, staring at Professor Kaisin. “Maybe,” she shrugged and took the bowls from her mother, face averted so she wouldn’t see the sudden flush of color.
“Strong like a farmer,” Mama said with a decisive nod. “You should talk with him.”
“I have been.”
“Translating between him and the villagers isn’t the same.”
Lin Mei stared at her mother with suspicion. “He’s leaving when the Soaring Dragon sails.”
Mama leveled her eyes at her daughter. “It’s just talking. Have some fun.” Her gaze slid toward the open door where Andrew and Adelina were visible. A faraway smile curved her lips. “It’s good to see him happy.”
Lin Mei grunted. “He’s been grumpy for too long. Maybe now that he has a baby coming, he’ll stop bossing me around.”
Mama snorted. “You’re just as bossy. And even more stubborn. Put those on a tray and take some vegetables with you. Talk.”
“Who’s bossy?” Lin Mei grabbed chopsticks and sped away from her mother’s playfully upraised soup spoon. 
She placed the tray on a low table at Professor Kaisin’s knee, where he sat on a stool under the shade of a banyan tree. Pushing aside the discarded teacup, she handed him a pair of the chopsticks and a bowl, then proceeded to load the vegetables into it, ignoring his look of surprise.
Despite the increasing heat, he hadn’t removed his jacket or his gloves.
“Thank you, Ms. Lau.” He held the chopsticks with a deft hand, waited for her to get her own food, then tucked in.
She smiled.
Most of the westerners she’d met refused to even try the utensils and would demand a fork or a spoon.
She bit into a spinach stalk, trying to think of something to ask him. Since arriving that morning, the villagers had descended on the small group, asking everything under the sun of him and Adelina. 
She’d learned a lot.
An unmarried professor, based in England while working around the world. He was in Hong Kong to move his father’s household back to Europe, where he could keep an eye on him.
His sister cared for their father in his absence.
It was unusual for an unmarried young man. Usually, daughters were expected to care for ailing parents exclusively. 
She glanced at her mother, seated across the courtyard, talking with Andrew and Adelina. Still healthy and independent, and much more animated since they’d arrived with news of the baby coming. That spark had ignited something within their mother that had nearly gone out when their father died. 
“Tell me of your father, Mr. Kaisin, I’ve always wanted to meet him and see some of his inventions,” Lin Mei said to the professor. Her gaze swept his handsome features, wishing she could remove his spectacles to better see his blue eyes.
He glanced up at her from the half-empty bowl and smiled. “Call me Joe. Mr. Kaisin is my father. All his inventions are being shipped back to London, along with the partially finished projects from his workshop. You are interested in mechanical inventions, Ms. Lau?”
The dimples that appeared when he smiled momentarily distracted her.
“Oh, yes!” She sat up straighter as the topic flooded her with excitement. “Last year, I went to an exposition on the island, and it was wonderful. Such creativity! And if I call you Joe, you must call me Lin Mei.” Color flooded her cheeks as she smiled at him. “I should like to go to London one day. I’ve read in the newspapers there are expositions for new patents often.”
“There are.”
“The news of your father’s adventures aboard the Soaring Dragon was also all over the newspapers.” She glanced at her brother with a frown. “Andrew refused to tell me much about what happened. I had to read about it.”
Professor Kaisin laughed. “I’m sure it was a fanciful account. That particular adventure and his declining health is the reason I persuaded him to remain in London with me. His eccentricities get him into far too much trouble. But I am thankful Andrew and Adelina kept him and his patents safe and unharmed from would-be thieves.”
“Adelina helped? I didn’t realize you were acquainted with her as well. From your early days with Andrew, I suppose?”
He nodded, returning his attention to his bowl, clearing his throat.
“Would you like more tea, Professor?”
He glanced at the sun, then pulled a watch from his pocket. “Thank you, no. I need to return before it gets too late in the day. I’m glad I had the opportunity to finally meet Andrew’s family and see his village. He talked about all of you back in our school days. I’d had no idea his sister was so lovely.” He stood, taking Lin Mei’s hand, and bent over it.
At his touch, Lin Mei’s heart raced and skipped, causing her cheeks to flush even more. The scent of his soap and aftershave tickled her nose. When he glanced up into her face, his blue eyes held hers. 
Mama is right. Professor Kaisin—Joe—is very handsome.
Her stomach tightened.
And I’ll probably never see him again.
She was sorry when his gloved hand finally released hers, but the look in his eyes made her breath hitch. He blinked and it was gone, leaving her to wonder if she’d imagined it.
[image: image-placeholder]“You’re not leaving already, are you, Professor?” Mrs. Lau approached, carrying a tray with a fresh pot of tea. “Lin Mei hasn’t performed for us yet.” 
“Mother, please,” Lin Mei groaned.
“She’s pretty good. You might as well stay just a little longer since you’ll miss the wedding celebrations.” Andrew said, slipping an arm around his sister with a proud smile.
The top of her head barely reached Andrew’s shoulder.
Her cheeks flushed and her delicate brows shot up as she looked at her brother.
Curiosity won out. “If Andrew says you’re good, then how can I refuse?” Curiosity, and the desire to spend a little more time with her.
His gaze returned to Lin Mei’s face, like he couldn’t quite get enough of her.
Careful, Joe. She’s Andrew’s sister.
It couldn’t hurt to indulge a little, after all, he was leaving the hemisphere soon.
Andrew shouted across the communal space, wherein an older man jumped to his feet, nodded, and darted into one of the nearby houses.
“Andrew, the new costume I’m making isn’t finished,” Ms. Lau said, the color in her cheeks deepening over the fuss.
The man returned from his house with a stringed instrument.
“All you need is the music, Lin Mei.” Andrew winked at his sister who sighed in defeat and cast a baleful glance at their mother.
Joe couldn’t suppress his smile as he reclaimed his seat under the tree to watch Ms. Lau’s dance.
She took her position in the center of the open community space, while all the villagers spread out around her, settling in to watch.
Lin Mei looked smaller as she stood alone.
And so still, that a large black-winged butterfly chose her shoulder to rest on, before continuing on its way.
She didn’t move a muscle until the first notes of the stringed instrument signaled her start.
Slow, controlled movements, graceful arcs, and light sweeps of her toes chased her shadow over the flagstones.
The butterfly continued on, as did she, eyes closed in absolute focus.
Joe’s first impression of Ms. Lau returned as he watched her; she was...Breathtaking.
Her hands fluttered, and her body arched before spinning into a leap that reminded him of the passing butterfly.
Joe absorbed every movement, every expression. 
Ms. Lau continued to move in perfect flow, short subtle gestures followed by long graceful sweeps.
She returned to her original pose as the music slowed to a final lingering note.
Lifting her head, she opened her shining eyes and smiled. At him.
Joe’s heart tripped, causing him to suck in a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.
He returned her smile and clapped his appreciation.
She dipped her head and turned to bow to the accompanying musician, then her community.
The sun was barely above the western mountain ridge now and the air had cooled significantly.
Joseph said his goodbyes to Mrs. Lau and the villagers, then to Andrew and Adelina.
Andrew shook his hand. “I’ll call on you when I return to Hong Kong to wrap things up on the ship.” He hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t want me to accompany you back to your father’s house?”
Joseph shook his head. “No, no, enjoy your family. I’ll see you in the next couple of days.”
At her mother’s behest, Ms. Lau walked him as far as the community hall, directing him to the market where he could find his way back to Hong Kong proper.
“It was good to meet one of Andrew’s old friends from school,” she said at the junction where they were to part ways.
Joe smiled down at her. “Thank you for that wonderful performance. You dance like…” he searched for the right words. “A butterfly.”
Returning his smile, she said, “I hope we meet again someday, Professor. Joe.” Before he could say anything else, she turned and hurried back up the path.
He remained fixed until she disappeared around a sharp bend in the road.
The sense of loss prickled over him. Shaking himself, he resumed his journey.
The tug to follow her lingered.
He reflected on his visit to Andrew’s ancestral home. 
The villagers had been excited about Andrew’s arrival and curious about Adelina and himself. 
Ms. Lau had patiently translated back and forth, so at ease and lively. Sometimes admonishing, clearly censoring some of their questions. 
Joe relished his time with her all day. He’d caught himself searching the villagers’ faces for her when she wasn’t nearby.
There was still much to be done before the airship set sail. Every time he tried to focus on the incomplete tasks ahead, his thoughts strayed to Ms. Lau. 
Lin Mei with her bright eyes, infectious laugh and scent of sweet grass and mountain air.




Chapter Three
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“You said yourself that you’re staying here, Andrew. Why can’t you get me a job on the ship? Just one tour?” Lin Mei’s voice rose as she scowled up into her brother’s face. 
He scowled back. “Mother needs you here. Besides, you can’t go off alone.”
“I wouldn’t be alone, Andrew. I’d be with your co-workers.” She grit her teeth, struggling to control her temper.
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he muttered. “I wouldn’t be there to keep them in line.”
“So you’d take me aboard when you go back to work?”
“I didn’t say that.” A muscle flexed in his jaw.
“I can earn far more working with you on that ship than I could here, no matter how much of Mama’s rice wine I sell. You know it.”
“Don’t you want to settle down on a farm of your own?”
Lin Mei’s hands landed on her hips as she stared at her brother, then pointedly slid her gaze to Adelina. “Why don’t the two of you settle down on a farm while I go off adventuring?”
“I don’t go off adventuring,” he snapped, “It’s my job.”
Lin Mei lifted her chin. “I want a job, too.”
Andrew dropped his voice. “Mother needs you here.”
Lin Mei’s hands curled into fists at her sides. “No, she doesn’t, Andrew. She needs help with income for the little ones. But that doesn’t mean she needs me here. Besides, even Mama doesn’t want to stay in the village for the rest of her life. She wants to open a shop. She needs money for that.”
He straightened; his gaze slid toward the house.
Lin Mei glanced back to see Mama and Adelina cleaning and cutting vegetables. Neither of them looked at the arguing siblings. Andrew’s eyes were glued to Adelina. He was quiet a long time before he spoke again. “Does Mama know you want to leave?”
“We haven’t spoken about it, but she knows. Why do you think she sends me to the harbor?”
Andrew finally turned his full attention back to Lin Mei, suddenly looking sad and tired. “Father spent all his earnings on my education. All that could be spared, and it put him in an early grave. He couldn’t set aside money for your dowry to make a comfortable match.”
“I don’t want a dowry to marry, which is only the best option if I stay here. I want to find a good job to help support our family, too.”
“Lin Mei, I have to collect the rest of our belongings from the ship. We’ll discuss this later. Maybe we can consider it for when I return to work, and I can keep an eye on you.”
Lin Mei sucked in a breath at his dismissal. She doubted a later discussion would be any more progressive. He’d just find another reason to deny her request for help to find work aboard the ship.
Andrew went to speak to Adelina and Mama a moment before he turned toward the road out of the village.
A moment later, Adelina approached, offering Lin Mei a teacup. In her frustration, she was about to decline, then sighed. It wasn’t Adelina’s fault her brother was so infuriating.
“He’s certainly over-protective,” Adelina offered.
Lin Mei laughed. “Stubborn.”
“You have no idea.” Adelina sipped her tea. “You know, most of the crew are good folk. It’s usually just the temporary hires that need surveillance. And the passengers.”
“You’d think the ship was swarming with lecherous villains, the way he acts.”
“Well, he is head of security. It’s his job to act that way.”
Lin Mei snorted. “There are plenty of such people around here, especially down in the market and the harbor.”
“Once you make it on board the ship, you’ll fall in love with it.” Adelina turned sparkling eyes to Lin Mei. “She has secrets even Andrew hasn’t yet discovered.”
“Do you think Andrew will allow it?”
Adelina bit her lip. “How much does it mean to you?”
“His approval or the trip?”
“Applies to both.”
Lin Mei glanced back toward the house where mother continued to work. Guilt gnawed through her.
“I may not be fluent in Cantonese or Hakka, but I’ve picked up a few words here and there. And, I have excellent body language skills. I can see how much she loves you. And I can see the regret when she’s presented with your obvious longing to leave home.”
“She didn’t have the chance to choose.”
“Maybe. Or maybe she did choose. And maybe she’s working toward being able to make the choice again.”
Lin Mei’s gaze found her younger siblings. It would be a long while before the burden of caring for her family would ease. But they were approaching an age they were helping more and more.
“Perhaps.” Lin Mei said. “I hope so.”
Adelina took Lin Mei’s empty cup. “The staff will be occupied with restocking the ship. This is a good time to get a private tour of the ship while it’s quiet.”
Lin Mei’s heart skipped as her gaze sought the road out of the village. Andrew was already out of sight, but it wouldn’t take her long to catch up to him.
She grinned at Adelina, gave her hand a light squeeze, and broke into a run.
“I’m going to town with Andrew,” she shouted as she passed her mother, not giving her time to object.
[image: image-placeholder]Lin Mei strode next to Andrew, head high, excitement rippling through her. 
He’d stopped arguing with her by the time they’d passed through the market and reached the wharf and ferry depot.
She could barely contain her excitement as they boarded the bustling ferry to cross the harbor.
Andrew cast her a pained glance and sighed.
She grinned at him.
“Stay out of trouble,” he said. Again.
“I never get into trouble, Andrew,” she countered.
He snorted. “I don’t want to see the angry end of Mother’s soup spoon if something happens to you.”
It was Lin Mei’s turn to snort. “Which hasn’t happened since the time she caught you smoking behind the temple with the other village boys.”
“Just behave,” he warned as the ferry’s engine slowed.
Disappointed the ride was nearly over, she contented herself, knowing they’d have to ride it again to return home.
Instead, she focused on the impending tour she’d bullied her older brother into.
He led her past the disembarking ferry passengers, around the dockworkers and slowed as they reached the platform under the airship tethered to its mooring mast. 
Her breath caught as she stood beneath it, staring up at the bottom of the gondola. The envelope of the balloon shimmered under the strong sun.
“It’s even more beautiful up close,” she said after she finally drew another breath.
Distracted by her words, he glanced at her, then up at the airship. He smiled. “It is. Wait till you see inside.” He winked at her.
Her smile widened.
They moved past tarp-covered cargo toward the mooring mast.
The sound of a growl caught her attention. She turned, listening, moving slowly back along the cargo.
The growl sounded again as she stopped and lifted the edge of
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