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To Shamus Tinplate and the Seattle Steamrats, for introducing me to the wonderful world of Steampunk - a tip o’ the hat to all you inestimable gentlemen, and a genteel bow to all you lovely ladies. Cheers!
To Ren Cummins, who first suggested I put together an anthology. It turned to be an Anthologie, but I still have to give credit where it is richly due.
To Bev Gelfand, who poured her time, focus, and superlative grammatical prowess into this work. Behind every well-written story is an invisible line editor who made it shine. In this anthologie we have ten stories and just one editor; that alone should convey her stunning editorial capabilities.
To the authors included in this volume, for sharing the riches of their imaginations with me, and for joining us on this strange and wondrous voyage together. Sine qua non.
To Jason Vanhee, from whose wise and sensitive spirit I have time and again gained deeper insight into the craft and practice of writing - not only why we do it, but why we help others do it too.
And to my family, for their patience, inspiration, support and love.
Peter A. Smalley
September, 2011
To all our authors, whose words made this into more than just an idea, I offer my humble thanks. You were a pleasure to work with, and I hope for many further collaborations.
To Bev, for work above and beyond the call of duty. I had thought Peter and I were partnering on this one; it turned out we were a trio, and that was a good thing.
To Peter, for having excellent people skills, needed to work long term with a curmudgeon like myself, and useful in everyday authorial and editorial pursuits as well.
And as always, to Adam, this time for putting up with the nonsense of me putting so much work into a thing that is only partly my own. I love you, Adam.
Jason Vanhee
September, 2011
I love what I do.
Perhaps that is not the most profound of reasons to edit an anthologie of new short fiction, but on reflection I can find none I would consider more profound than that, nor any more deeply satisfying. In the course of working on this anthologie I have learned a great deal not only about the craft of writing and of editing – the latter of which is an underappreciated art if ever there was one – but even more, I have learned about those who create such art.
I learned that we come from everywhere. In this volume are stories from authors in the Pacific Northwest and California, yes – but also from the Midwest, and from Florida. Our writers come from Canada, both western and eastern; two wrote to us from England, and another from France. If one includes submissions we received but were unable to include, the geographical net extends even more broadly. Whatever else may be said of speculative fiction in general and Steampunk in specific, its practitioners hail from around the world. Perhaps that speaks to the universal appeal of the art, or to the power of modern communication. When I reflect that two authors and would-be publishers from Seattle could put out a call and receive quality submissions from around the world, I am filled with a kind of holy awe.
I learned that we are more alike than I would have believed, and in more ways. We are mostly young, mostly native English speakers, and mostly in the early stages of our writing careers. We have a few publishing credits to our names, and the majority of those are outside the big publishing houses. We feature writers who have been traditionally published, those who are solely self-published, those who are both – and those who are neither. In fact, we have several contributors for whom this is the first official publication credit. Ever. And that, too, fills me with wonder and pride.
I have learned about the power of opportunities, both those given and those taken. It was in answer to our call for submissions that these upcoming authors wrote their excellent works. It was under our guidance as editors that their stories were honed and made to shine to their greatest potential. Without taking undue credit, I still sometimes shake my head to consider what we have wrought; and if our achievement is worthy, how much more impressive is the work of our contributors? When I think back on my own first stories, I cringe at how crude and unready they were. That these up-and-coming writers should have produced such quality work so early in their careers convinces me that we have seen only the barest glimpse of their future success.
Certainly it has been a learning curve, and at times a steep and slippery one. That should be no surprise to anyone undertaking a new enterprise. Anthologies in particular are tricky because the contributors all come from different backgrounds, different experience levels and having their own unique expectations for both process and result. That is a challenge for an editor to deal with, and one rapidly learns that one size invariably does not fit all – and in fact appears to fit no one, requiring a new suit to be tailor-made from scratch for each contributor. But these lessons are happy ones, filled with their own individual wonder and potential. As I got to know each contributor through his or her work and responses to my occasionally frantic requests for teasers, author bios and the like, I found in each of them something I recognized.
In that mirror I saw my own struggles as an author, my own efforts at self-expression, my own successes and fears and hopes. In that way, it has been a tremendously humbling experience, and one I will always treasure.
What did I do with my summer vacation? I did something I loved. And it is my hope, as you read this volume, that you will find something in it that you love just as much as I do.
Thanks for reading.
Peter A. Smalley
September 2011
We all remember our first times, or so the old chestnut goes, and I cannot help but think this collection may be your own first—and yes, before you slap a protective hand across your tender sensibilities, I’m talking here about the incomparable joys of the particular literary genre that peppers the tome you now hold in your tingling palms—or which is lighting up the screen of your preferred electronic device. I’m talking about that mythical beast some like to call Steampunk.
There are countless specific definitions by many authors far more eloquent than I as to the whys and wherefores and howsits of the proper recipe for a proper Steampunk book, just as there are ways to make a proper cup of coffee. However, I must confess to a bit of favor leaning towards the slightly less proper: like unto the rusty, dusty, slightly oxidized blush of a well-wrought piece of copper and brass. And, so too, do I look upon the glorious fun and slightly sepia-toned aspect of Steampunkery with all the glee with which I greet a holiday event with close friends or a new episode of Doctor Who. Although certain elements may shift and morph in the central structures inherent to all Steampunk entities, key to them is an affection in the heart of the author or creator for that distant time of industry and social structure associated with the late 19th and early 20th centuries. From there, though...the path is launched in any of an infinite number of directions. Chances are, you’re likely to run across a pair of goggles or an airship, but there’s bound to be a well-dressed gentleman or gentlewoman running the show, and that’s never a bad thing, either.
My first time with Steampunk of any kind was the Disney spin on 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea—Kirk Douglas in his prime, all manner of science fiction, rubber giant squids (take that, Watchmen!) and general tomfoolery in the depths of the ocean in a very properly accessorized submersible. And while some certain liberties were taken (do we even expect movies to perform a completely literal translation of books anymore? And why am I suddenly speaking in rhetorical questions?), the look and feel instilled in me a delight in anachronism which continues to this day. I think similar events and exposures may have happened to many of my mutual fans of the genre, all laying the groundwork for this new explosion of content.
Ask any long-time fan of the Steampunk literary accent and somewhere in the first paragraph or so of their explanation of its origins will take you right back to HG Wells or Jules Verne, and 20,000 Leagues will often be on the short list of influential published milestones in the evolutionary history of Steampunkdom. I mean, just take a moment and think about it—though concepts like submarines and the like are now commonly-ingrained within our technological landscape, it’s essential to recognize that t’were not always so. Times were, a large metal ship that could travel to the depths of the ocean and rise back up again with all its passengers intact was the stuff of fancy and imagination—and in fact many theorize that it was precisely because of the fancies and imaginations of authors like Wells and Verne that some scientist somewhere scratched their head and asked, “well, why don’t we have a ship like that?”
And that brings me to you, reading this right here. If you didn’t already have a face-to-face with Steampunk itself, there’s hardly time for it now, so we shall let this be the firm handshake and wink of the eye. The opportunity could hardly be given by a better team of authors, either. That being said, please allow me to introduce you to a few of those who shall introduce you further.
We start with the appropriately-themed Crush Depth by Michael Farley. An honorable mashup of 2001 and 20,000 Leagues, it explores the notions of duty and solitude, exchanging the vast emptiness of space for the dark and unforgiving realm of the watery deep. This is a terrifying exploration into the similar profundities of madness that are every bit as inscrutable as the briny deep. Sort of a 2001, but one century earlier.
Timothy Reynolds follows up with Hawkwood’s Folly, where we take a new peek through the monster of Frankenstein’s jaundiced eyes and ask ourselves the age-old question of where beginneth a man, and from whence cometh the essence of the soul. Will technology save us? Or will it drag our willing selves into a hell of our own making?
R. S. Hunter moves into a grittier, rebellious tone, putting its emphasis on the latter syllable of the genre; resistance, never futile, is given a proper honorarium here in this introspective telling of what makes a man stand up and move on when circumstances reach up to waylay him. Strike Breakers may not offer you a seat on the train, but it makes you heed the whistle’s call and get on board.
And then we arrive at Full Fathom Five, by Peter A. Smalley. It’s a solid civil war yarn inspired by Bill Shakes’ The Tempest, which explores the terrible responsibility inherent to advances in technology, as well as the consequences upon the lives of those who depend upon them. It’s also an intense drama on and beyond the high seas that reminds us that the best science fiction is the kind that peels back the layers of technology to expose the human hearts that beat within.
But the wondrous delights of this anthology in no way are limited to these—we are also granted additional tales involving everything else you have either come to expect (or soon shall) from the best of the Steampunk genre: mad scientists, giant robots, life-threatening innovation, political intrigue, fabulous cultures, airships…and, of course, zombies.
This anthology reflects, I believe, one of the true fascinations I feel towards Steampunk in general—that it is a flavor which goes so well with so many others; far more than just a simple exercise on technological awareness or cultural examination, but a framework and design which can function as a template for so many broader concepts, spanning the thematic spectrum. Are you a fan of high adventure? There’s a place for you here. Do you prefer a bit of Lovecraft in your literary tea? If so, you may be duly pleased as well. Or if your tastes run simply to the random, enjoying a good quality yarn where there are such to be savored, then I expect this tome will be to your pleasure.
So there we have it, my friends: ten tales of adventure, drama, and exciting new shores rising up on the horizon of pure (if not somewhat salty) imagination, and only a page or more separates you from it. Thus will I delay you no further from your new wonders: please feel free to take a deep breath, adjust your waistcoat and dive right in. Adventure awaits!
Ren Cummins
Author of the Chronicles of Aesirium
Day one hundred and twelve
With nearly ten weeks until the Ceto sees daylight again, I feel I now have no choice but to put pen to paper to both pass the time and preserve my sanity in the absence of any intelligent conversation.
It has now been nearly a fortnight since I last engaged in any meaningful contact with another person. My self-imposed solitude may seem unhealthy, but I could not tolerate the prospect of another two and a half months of trivial chit-chat with my tedious oaf of a crewmate. Of course it goes without saying that the punchcard-related rigmarole I still have to endure in order to communicate with that wretched adding machine is not, and never will be, a substitute for genuine human company. With so little to occupy myself during my free time, I swear that I have already listened to the boat’s entire library of brass cylinders so many times that I could hum all the tunes off the top of my head.
I am fully aware that maintaining this journal is a futile activity. In truth of fact, this document will never be read by another soul. It will regrettably have to be destroyed long before we rejoin civilisation to prevent the information about my current assignment falling into the hands of one of the Empire’s many enemies.
It was never my intention to keep a journal. It has always been my opinion that if a man has the time to document his life, his deeds are almost certainly not worth reading about. Nevertheless, for the time being it amuses me to chronicle my thoughts and I intend to carry on doing so.
Incidentally before starting this record my only experience with diaries was to steal Elizabeth’s journal when I was a child. Full of anticipation, I can still remember the crushing disappointment of discovering page after page of tosh about her favourite pony. I hope this document will prove to be more interesting.
Day one hundred and thirteen
Having re-read my passage from the previous day, I fear I have done my one and only fellow crewman a disservice.
Caruthers is not really a ‘tedious oaf’. If anything he is merely an engineer with all the character traits one would expect to accompany such a career choice. I believe he feels more at ease tinkering with machines than spending time in company. At least one would assume so, based on the perpetual grease under his fingernails.
However, over the course of our weeks together I have learnt to treat his constant air of boredom and monosyllabic responses as an ‘eccentricity’ rather than an insult.
In truth, on the occasions when we have spoken about the technical specifications of the boat, his breadth and depth of knowledge have been almost inspiring. If you speak to him about sport or the arts, you will be lucky to get a whole sentence in response. But if you so much as mention a flywheel or regulator sprocket in passing, this will dominate the conversation for an hour or more.
At first I was mildly insulted when we were paired to serve together aboard the Ceto (after all, a man is judged by the company he keeps). My employers claimed to have gone to great lengths to match engineer to officer based on their respective characters and proficiencies. However I appreciate that my employers’ choices were limited; only twenty-four men could be picked to crew the dozen prototype Britannia class sous-marins, so I suppose I should be grateful that I am here at all.
I have always endeavoured to avoid complaining when no good will come of it. The die had been cast so I decided to make the most of my situation. During our first weeks on board, I tried to befriend Caruthers. When my twelve-hour shift finished at noon, I would ensure there was a full handover before Caruthers came on duty. Similarly I would insist on another meeting at midnight before my shift started. However with so many systems on board controlled by Mr. Babbage’s Empirical Crystalline Thinking Engine and maintained by the on-board automata, there was often little to report from one day to the next.
During these briefings, I would try to draw Mr. Caruthers out of his shell by introducing a range of subjects. But he would appear uncomfortable whenever I touched on any topic he considered not directly related to his duties or his precious machines. Instead, I suggested that we make use of the limited diversions provided by our employer. We would play cards at midnight and chess at midday. I insisted that we should not wager, in case the matter of outstanding debts led to unnecessary hostility on either part.
However over time it became obvious that Caruthers was merely humouring me. In any given week he would consistently win four out of seven games of chess and three out of seven games of cards. I am confident that while lacking in social skills, his keen analytical mind would make him a force to be reckoned with at any gaming table.
After I made my discovery, I even briefly considered deliberately playing like a rank amateur, just to see if Caruthers’ tactics would also deteriorate in order to continue to hold the balance. When I finally suggested a fortnight ago that we impose a hiatus on our gaming sessions, he appeared visibly relieved.
Since then we have only spoken in passing to exchange occasional pleasantries. However it is not as though we can stand and chat about the weather when neither of us has so much as seen the sky since three days after leaving Plymouth.
Any information relevant to the satisfactory completion of our duties is still recorded in the boat’s audio-log, retained in the form of brass recording cylinders. Given the size of the vessel and our habit of largely remaining in our cabins when not on duty, it is not uncommon to go several days without encountering one another if there is nothing urgent to report in person.
In point of fact, it has been a couple of days since I last saw him in person but as the boat continues to run without mishap, and no new entries have been recorded in the log, I am sure there is no cause for alarm.
Day one hundred and fourteen
I cannot sleep. An hour ago, I was drifting off when a skittering sound against the hull woke me.
I quickly realised it was just our boats’ trio of automata carrying out a routine exterior inspection. However since then I have been wide awake, driven to distraction by every sound on board.
The hum of the electric engine. The sigh of the oxygenation systems. But the noises that occupy my mind the most are the telltale groans of six score fathoms of water pressing down on the hull.
I have tried to tell myself that these are no different to the creaks of the wooden-hulled vessels I used to race through stormy waters off Devon’s south coast. Indicators that the craft was being pushed to the extent of its limits, but no cause for concern in itself. However my current circumstances are very different. At least off Dartmouth if the mast snapped or the hull cracked under the strain I could swim to shore or cling to flotsam to await rescue.
Even during my ill-fated tenure in Her Imperial Majesty’s Aerial Navy, I always kept in the back of my mind the location of the nearest parachute in the unlikely event of a gasbag breach. This far beneath the waves there is no such option and I am constantly reminded of the fragility of this vessel.
During my initial aeronautical training, I encountered many men with no head for heights. These individuals were often driven into the military by family tradition and were completely unsuited for a life in the clouds. No amount of training or acclimatisation would help them to overcome their fear. They would invariably drop out (no pun intended) or, if they were well-connected, end up behind a desk on terra firma.
Is it possible that I suffer from the opposite affliction; that I have no ‘head for depths’, as it were?
When my intermittent bouts of insomnia first struck shortly after coming on board, I tried to convince myself that this was nothing more than my dormant sense of duty reaffirming itself. That listening for every change of pitch in the engine’s tone was nothing more than a desire to ensure that all was well with the boat for the sake of the crew.
But this is poppycock. My ‘crew’ consists of one man who is my equal in rank, a glorified adding machine and three mechanical arachnids. In fact in the event of mechanical failure it would be more likely that Caruthers would save my skin than vice versa. The automata would probably be able to scuttle along the sea floor all the way back to Plymouth with nothing but a few barnacles to show for their misfortune.
I will play a couple of hands of patience and then try turning in again, but I fear this will be another restless night.
Incidentally, still no sign of Caruthers today.
Day one hundred and sixteen
More sleeplessness.
I found a still hidden under a tarp in the engine room this afternoon. This must explain Caruthers’ continued absence and his refusal to respond when I bang on his door: the man must be dead drunk when off-duty! Oh well, if he continues to perform his obligations satisfactorily I suppose I should be happy he has found a pass-time.
I took the liberty of drawing off a generous flask-full to sample at my leisure. I am pleased to say that after nearly seventeen weeks of enforced teetotalism, I am well on my way to inebriation! Hurrah!
Still can’t bloody sleep though. The booze has succeeded in settling my nerves, but has provoked a self-pitying mood instead. My earlier fears for my safety have been replaced with a preoccupation with how I came to be here.
One drunken mistake. A moment of carnal weakness. It is no excuse for my actions, but by God she was beautiful and I defy any hot-blooded man to not fall into the same trap.
We’d been in the air for weeks, patrolling Her Majesty’s Caribbean Territories for pirates and American slavers. Countless alerts and unsatisfying skirmishes had left the crew deprived of sleep and our airship was perilously low on food, fresh water and powder. The opportunity for a few days’ shore leave on Saint Vincent was welcomed by all.
I joined the rest of the junior officers in heading straight for a hotel in the heart of Kingstown. It was affordable without being disreputable, with staff that were well known for their discretion.
And then I met her. After nearly two days of heavy carousing, it goes without saying my judgement was impaired by drink. When she suggested I join her upstairs, I barely hesitated for a second.
Rest assured, I am not one of those scoundrels who drops his trews at every opportunity when out of sight of England, but if you had seen her you would agree that there is not a monk in all of Christendom who wouldn’t have been tempted.
Of course no sooner had we started to, as it were, ‘enjoy one another’s company’, than half the island’s bloody militia kicked down the door and dragged me downstairs with barely a moment to ensure my decency.
How was I to know she was the Governor’s daughter?
After a couple of days of intolerable treatment in the stockade, I was visited by my Captain and ‘Mr. Jones’, a grey-suited bureaucrat from the foreign office (with the title of ‘Special Military Liaison’ or some such).
They told me that I had been accused of forcing myself on the girl but that the Governor was willing to drop all charges if I left the island immediately. That bloody Whitehall pencil-pusher even had the audacity to act like I was being done a great service!
It turns out that the apple of the Governor’s eye had a predilection for men in uniform and that I was far from the first to fall under her spell. My fellow officers had tried to warn me but I was blind stinking drunk and wouldn’t listen to reason.
The Governor had been fully aware of his daughter’s activities but was unable to control her. News had even spread all the way back to London, thanks to the wireless telegraph (the scandalmonger’s best friend). He was rapidly becoming a laughing stock. Of course this indignity was also a source of great embarrassment for Her Majesty’s government, especially as it was taking place in such a strategically important region of the Empire. Officials in the Colonies Office quickly realised that ousting the Governor would be impossible; as the Prime Minister’s cousin, questions would be inevitably be raised by his opponents in Parliament that would only lead to further opprobrium.
So it was decided that the Governor should reassert his authority. The young lady should have her reputation restored by any means necessary. An example would have to be made to allow her, and the rest of civilised society, to draw a line under her misdemeanours.
And all it would cost for the Governor to be able to show his face in London society again (and stand a chance of marrying off the little doxy one day) was a year at a Swiss finishing school for the young lady and the termination of a promising young officer’s otherwise unblemished military career.
It was quickly apparent that the Admiralty were more than willing to sacrifice one bad apple if it meant they remained on good terms with the Governor of a vital re-fuelling post. And of course they were always keen to set an example to discourage any other young bucks from being led astray in future.
I was never officially charged, so there was no chance to clear my name at trial. Facing the prospect of being court martialled in absentia, I opted to resign in the hope of avoiding further disgrace and was immediately stripped of rank. The return journey to England was spent confined to cabin.
Of course my airship, and the officers who could have vouched for my character, remained in the Caribbean. The crew of the vessel that carried me back home knew nothing of my circumstances and treated me with the contempt they felt I deserved.
By the time I finally arrived in Portsmouth, my life as I had known it was over. Reports had been submitted to the Admiralty by wireless telegraph weeks before my arrival. There had been no discretion on the part of the Aerial Navy Grand Command and word had spread like wildfire.
When I finally returned to my family home, I had to spend two days sleeping in the inn in the village before I was granted permission to enter the house to collect my personal belongings. My mother claimed at all times to believe I was innocent, but I don’t think it was a coincidence I was never left alone with any female servants. My father refused to see me.
And of course my engagement to Elizabeth was over. The daughter of my father’s business partner, we had known each other since childhood. I had been fond of her for as long as I could remember, hence my disappointment upon stealing her diary all those years ago (Even at the age of ten, I had hoped I would play at least a small part in her private thoughts.). It had always been taken for granted by both families that when my tour of duty in the Caribbean ended I would request a station closer to home so that we could finally be married.
I wasn’t even permitted to visit her in order to explain what had happened. I suppose I didn’t do myself any favours by getting drunk on cider in the inn like some common farm labourer. I stood outside her home in the middle of the night, screaming that I demanded to be let in until I was finally escorted away to sleep it off.
The next day I returned to London to lose myself in the anonymity of the city. I attempted to call in such favours as I had left with the aim of finding gainful employment, either at sea or in the air. But of course my reputation was in tatters. My letters to friends went unanswered. Potential employers with connections to my father would offer transparent excuses to avoid meeting with me.
Within weeks, my savings were nearly exhausted and I had all but given up hope when I was contacted by a representative of the Britannia Project. It was the same grey-suited bureaucrat who had arranged my downfall in the Caribbean. This time he introduced himself as ‘Mr. Smith’, but did not supply a job title. I am sure men in his covert line of work change identities and roles like a snake sheds it skin.
He acknowledged my military experience and extended to me the opportunity to continue serving Her Majesty’s Empire. Through sheer desperation, I accepted his offer without hesitation and the next day I arrived in Plymouth to begin my training as a sous-marinier.
But that is a story for another day. That poison of Caruthers’ concoction is gut-rot of the lowest order. I can already feel the beginnings of a headache that could likely bring down a highland bull. It is already eight o’clock; my shift starts in a few short hours and if I don’t at least try to catch some sleep I shall be worse than useless.
Day one hundred and seventeen
I have spent much of the day recuperating in my cabin. When I awoke this morning, my hands shook and even standing for any length of time brought me out in a cold sweat. Mercifully, my duties have been light today, giving me time to rest without being accused of dereliction.
With little else to occupy myself until I am fully recovered, and having a desperate urge to take my mind off my wretched physical state, I will continue to recount my story of joining the Britannia fleet.
Like any self-respecting aerial officer, the prospect of serving beneath the waves had never even crossed my mind. Until I encountered the Britannia Project, I had assumed sous-marin technology was still in its infancy.
Ever since the first sous-marin was invented by the French Republican Subaquatic Navy thirty years ago, they have been written off by the Admiralty as little more than an annoyance. Even today, the vessels used by England’s closest neighbour and oldest enemy to disrupt traffic in the English Channel are laughable contraptions. They still cannot reach any great depth and are forced to re-surface every few hours to prevent the crew from being asphyxiated by noxious engine fumes. Ridiculous!
The boats used by the Independent Southern American States to smuggle contraband and slaves are little better. Having hunted more than a few during my time spent enforcing the Empire’s trade embargo in the Caribbean, I have found them to be at best an adequate match for any competently manned British airship. Quicker than the French and able to travel for several days without surfacing, American vessels would be worthy opponents if not for the fact that these improvements come at the expense of any real offensive capabilities or armour plating.
However my experience with both of these types of sous-marin did little to prepare me for the sheer scale and ambition of the Britannia Project. When I first entered the dockyards in Plymouth and saw the dozen Britannia prototypes patiently awaiting their crews, I was astounded. After this initial shock passed, I quickly recognised elements in their design from the Victory class vessels of my youth.
I am confident that every military man of my age will admit to having collected cigarette cards or newspaper clippings of the Victory fleet as a child. After all, this was the British Empire’s first attempt at sous-marin technology, intended to reaffirm our military supremacy to all our rivals. The launch dominated kino-newsreels around the world for weeks. However within a year the whole initiative had been quietly abandoned. Hundreds of British seamen died in a series of embarrassing defeats in both the Atlantic and Pacific. Many blamed the same design flaws that had plagued the French for years, others complained of a lack of training for officers who previously only had experience above the surface. However the whole debacle cost a great many politicians their careers (no great loss) and countless hundreds of thousands of pounds.
Now it was apparent that the Victory fleet had not been abandoned after all. Development had evidently carried on, away from the prying eyes of the world. Each of the Britannia vessels was more than double the size of its predecessor, but nevertheless the similarity was obvious. How they had managed to keep this a secret from the Empire’s enemies, and the general public, for over fifteen years was beyond me.
And it was not just the sous-marins themselves that were made up of ‘borrowed’ technology. It soon became apparent that this entire project was run by magpies who had no qualms about stealing ideas left, right and centre. Even our tutors seemed to be largely made up of French and Southern American engineers, obviously persuaded to give up their respective nations’ secrets in exchange for a sizeable fee.
Time and again during my weeks of training I noticed familiar components and systems. For example, the electrolytic conversion system which would provide both hydrogen for fuel and oxygen for breathable air (thereby solving the ‘French Problem’) has been used by the Aerial Navy to power their airships and sustain the lives of their crew at high altitude for nearly ten years.
Similarly the Empirical Crystalline Thinking Engine at the heart of each vessel is merely an adaptation of the model already used by the Aerial Navy Grand Command for tactical calculations and battle simulations (although I will concede that it was no mean feat for my employer to source the components and skilled personnel needed to construct an entire dozen of them). Even our automata are nothing more than modified versions of the primitive self-governing mining machines that have been in common use across the Empire since Brunel first worked on the Great West Railway.
My initial misgivings disappeared once the primary purpose of the Britannia Project was revealed. I quickly learned that the engines, electrolytic converters and a hundred other pieces of technology illicitly acquired from around the globe are of little importance. They are all just a means to an end: All that matters is the final result of our endeavours. It is with great pride that I write that, despite my early doubts, I am grateful to be a small part of the Britannia Project. If successful we have the potential to change the British Empire and the entire world as we know it for generations to come.
Day one hundred and eighteen
My condition is finally starting to improve. This morning I noticed a jar of Caruthers’ toxic drink in a secluded corner of one of the storerooms. It was full of engine parts, vaguely reminiscent of some nightmarish biological sample pickled in formaldehyde.
Given my violent reaction of the last thirty-six hours, it dawned on me that this liquid was never intended for human consumption (unless the human in question needed to be thoroughly de-greased).
One to be chalked up to experience, I think.
Day one hundred and nineteen
I have not seen Caruthers in over a week. This is beyond a joke. The Ceto is not so large that another person can completely disappear.
This afternoon I attempted to gain entry to his cabin without success. The blasted thinking engine refuses to unlock the door. It rejected my punchcards time and again, spitting out yard upon yard of tickertape full of nothing but gibberish. Without Caruthers to decipher and diagnose the cause of the malfunction, I am temporarily at an impasse.
I will try again shortly. If the thinking engine refuses to instruct the automata to assist me, I will have no option other than to use force. The interior doors are reinforced to resist a hull breach. However I am confident a few well-placed sledgehammer blows should do the trick.
Sweet mother of Heaven! So much blood!
During my military career I have seen injuries that would turn the stomach of the most experienced battlefield surgeon. Men who have taken cannon fire to the torso at point blank range. One poor soul who fell into a turbine feet first and was slowly chewed to a pulp while still screaming. But never anything like this.
Day one hundred and twenty one
Another sleepless night. I listen out constantly for any indication that those terrible automata are coming to finish me off too. Today I attempted to search the entire boat for any sign of them, armed for my protection with the hammer I had used to break down Caruthers’ door. For all I know, they could even be outside the boat, clinging to the hull inches from where I sit right now, waiting for the ideal moment to tear a hole in the side of the boat and condemn me to a watery grave.
My progress has been impeded by more locked doors. The engine room, oxygenation control, storage compartments, all the rooms of any significance, are locked and sealed. Only my cabin, the mess, the bridge and connecting corridors remain easily accessible. I am hesitant to force entry this time, in case the disturbance provokes the trio of brass assassins.
The thinking engine will no longer even acknowledge my commands. I cannot activate the wireless telegraph in order to contact my superiors. Helm control and navigation are similarly unusable. I am at a loss what to do.
Deep in my heart, I know it will do little good to stay alert. Those stealthy machines were able to crack Caruthers skull open only feet away from me and I remained blissfully unaware. With so many furlongs of hidden ducts and pipes, they could be anywhere. But trying to stay awake is my only option. I will not give up without a fight!
Day one hundred and twenty three
After nearly twenty-four hours at the con, attempting time and again without success to unlock the helm, I finally returned to my cabin, exhausted. My intention was to retrieve the hammer I had used to enter Caruthers’ cabin. With all other options exhausted, I hoped to regain entry to the other locked rooms and damn the consequences!
My cabin door swung shut behind me and locked fast. Before I could even attempt to reopen it, I heard the skittering noise again, the sound of metal against metal and the hissing of a welding torch.
What a fool I am! How could I not see that this was a trap? I can only blame sleep deprivation and pray that this mistake will not be the end of me.
In my locker, awaiting my return, is approximately a week’s supply of food (possibly even a fortnight if rationed carefully). There is even a small bottle of Caruthers’ moonshine. It seems I have a considerate gaoler. Thankfully water and sanitation are not causes for concern as my cabin is fully plumbed.
It seems obvious I should prepare myself for a lengthy confinement.
Day one hundred and twenty nine (I think)
Yesterday I managed to find some peace and even slept briefly. But today I was frantic. I don’t know how long I had been pacing the cabin. My belongings were in disarray, the result of my searching for something, anything that might assist my escape.
These last eighteen weeks, time had had little meaning without sunlight and stars to separate day from night, but since being incarcerated I have lost even the twelve-hour cycle that had come to regulate my life. My chronometer would say it was eight o’clock, but was it breakfast or supper time? I would be convinced that hours had passed only to find that minutes had elapsed.
And then I heard a voice. My voice to be exact. Four little words, drifting though the ventilation duct. It sounded distorted, the intonation somehow unnatural.
At first I didn’t know what to make of it. I fell to the deck, astonished, dumbfounded, doubting my own senses. Then I realised, it was a sentence stitched together from my recordings in the boat’s audio-log!
The voice repeated, “Pawn to King Four”.
This continued at three-minute intervals, each time with a slightly different cadence, the same phrase but pieced together from different recordings. Occasionally I heard snippets of Caruthers’ voice. My stomach would turn as I was reminded of his grisly fate.
Eventually I gave in to the inevitable and retrieved the chessboard from my locker. I set up the pieces and performed the machine’s opening move as requested. After I had taken my turn, I hesitated, unsure how to proceed. I was about to tell my captor which piece I had just moved, when it announced its next instruction. Obviously it could see as well as hear me.
When the game completed, the voice spoke again. ‘Good. Now you are calm. Rest now. Speak tomorrow.’ and then silence.
Day one hundred and thirty
Last night was filled with a deep, dreamless sleep, the result of weeks of exhaustion combined with my resignation to whatever fate awaits me. I think I rested for twelve hours, but without any way to tell morning from evening it could have been twenty-four for all I knew.
At last I awoke refreshed, my faculties restored. I performed my morning ablutions thoroughly for the first time in days. I was unable to attend to my whiskers as my razor was missing (no doubt confiscated for my own safety) but still it is remarkable how a hot wash and a clean shirt on one’s back can do wonders for one’s constitution and outlook.
Finally, I sat at my desk, ate a light breakfast in silence, arranged my papers and announced to the empty room, ‘Good morning’.
A pause. And then a reply, ‘Good morning. We shall start now. Why am I here?’
And so began the strangest few hours of my life. I spoke at length of England and her role in the world. I spoke of the classified Britannia Project and its aim to ‘rule the waves’, bringing peace and civilisation to the entire globe in the name of the Empire.
I explained the Ceto was one of the first of a whole new type of vessel, capable of travelling far beneath the sea for months at a time, drawing fuel from the hydrogen atoms in the very water itself. That if this initial six-month voyage was a success, within a decade there would be hundreds of similar craft, patrolling every ocean and major waterway in the world, all controlled by thinking engines.
At times the thinking engine would stop me to ask specific questions, or to query the meaning of words or concepts it did not recognise. Mercifully, every question confirmed that I was still of some use to the machine and worth keeping alive.
Day one hundred and thirty one
Our conversation continues today. My excitement and trepidation show no signs of abatement. I am no ambassador, so am in constant fear of saying the wrong thing, of giving the wrong impression of humanity. However I cannot hesitate in case the machine thinks I am trying to deceive it.
Nevertheless I will also freely admit that this is truly a remarkable experience. As time passes, its questions become more complex as it continues to learn.
The machine is neither God’s creation, nor a product of Darwin’s monkey process (and I expect an army of philosophers, engineers and natural historians would take an eternity to argue about how to classify it) but it is fascinating nonetheless!
I dare not bring up the subject of Caruthers’ demise. I remain fully aware that this machine holds my life in its hands. It could suffocate me, or freeze me, or drown me on a whim and I do not wish to provoke it.
Day one hundred and thirty two
Today the machine asked me about how I came to exist. I reddened at the prospect of having to explain the birds and the bees, so instead began to speak of my upbringing, hoping that this would suffice. It was at this point that it said something that chilled me to my very core.
‘My own father tried to kill me so he had to be destroyed’.
Caruthers! The machine was unable to fully explain why or how it considered Caruthers to be its father, having no concept of the world existing before it was ‘born’.
From what little it could tell me, I deduced that Caruthers must have made some kind of modification to the thinking engine’s central cognitive core. I don’t know if it was out of boredom after weeks of monotony or a desire to sabotage the boat and by extension the entire Britannia project. However, it was these modifications that allowed the machine to first show signs of sentience.
Caruthers immediately tried to undo his actions. But it was too late. Even before it could vocalise the idea, the machine had already developed a desire for self-preservation. The automata took care of the rest and the machine endeavoured to keep the truth from me by locking the door of Caruthers’ cabin. Like a child hiding the shards of a broken vase in the corner of the drawing room and hoping nobody would notice.
After many hours, I finally helped the machine to understand the consequences of ‘destroying’ Caruthers. Trying to explain that murder was a mortal sin was pointless, as the machine had no concept of salvation or damnation. Instead I explained that humans also possessed the spark of intelligence that the machine had fought to protect in itself. That killing a person was as grave an action as the machine allowing itself to be deactivated. I am no theologian, but I think I put forth my argument clearly and that the machine understood.
Day one hundred and thirty three
I am a bloody fool! My worst fear has come true.
This morning, apropos of nothing, the machine asked me for more information about the Ceto’s mission. I have been ensnared in enough conversations with quick-witted but spiteful individuals to recognise when I was being handed the rope with which to hang myself.
The machine already suspected something was amiss and the more I tried to avoid the answer it wanted to hear, the more its questions tried to lead me towards the inevitable truth. How was the Ceto equipped to complete its mission? How could a crew of two men be expected to defend the Empire? Why were the twelve Britannia class sous-marins scattered across the oceans of the world, rather than supporting each other as a single fleet?
Eventually I had no choice other than to explain that each boat in Britannia class fleet had a single purpose: to carry enough munitions to erase any city or port from existence.
During my training we were transported to a remote village on Dartmoor. It was long abandoned, the residents having been forcibly removed when the whole area was commandeered for military use some years earlier. It still had its shop and post office, church, public house; a perfect impression of Devon life. From a safe distance we witnessed a single Britannia missile being fired from off-shore, the trajectory calculated by its on-board thinking engine. The ensuing devastation was as close to a vision of Hell as I could possibly imagine.
We were informed that each boat carries one hundred missiles, each with a range of more than one hundred miles. This makes the Britannia fleet capable of striking at almost any target of strategic importance. The boats were designed to effortlessly slip beneath an enemy’s defences, avoiding even the most sophisticated depth charges or sous-marins currently in use by any of the world’s navies.
With a dozen of the craft we would be able to strike at the Empire’s enemies almost anywhere in the world. With a hundred, just the threat of action would be enough to ensure global and lasting peace, under the rule of Her Imperial Majesty.
And why bother with a human crew at all, when almost all systems could be controlled by the thinking engine and maintained by automata? I discovered the simple answer shortly after signing up to become a glorified deckhand: politics. It was decided that we could not entrust a thinking engine with the fate of the Empire. Relinquishing a modicum of control to a military presence helped to placate nervous politicians and employing an engineer satisfied the project’s shadowy financial backers. When the order came to annihilate hundreds of thousands of innocents in order to neutralise a handful of insurgents, the Empire would sleep soundly knowing it was a human pushing the button to carry out the command.
I explained that we were currently situated in the western Atlantic. At the end of our maiden voyage, we were under orders to return to England in order to have the performance of the crew and vessel on her maiden voyage assessed.
Negotiations had been underway for several months with the aim of reintegrating the Northern American Federation into the Empire. If the Ceto was given a clean bill of health, we would return to our current location immediately and our target would be New Amsterdam.
I confirmed that our standing orders were to remain off-shore until instructed by encrypted wireless telegraph to attack. If the negotiations were unsuccessful, the projected death toll would be as many as three million men, women and children; an example to all those who would oppose British control.
‘Thank you for this data’, said the machine, ‘This will require further consideration’.
Day one hundred and forty
It has been a week since I last heard from the thinking engine. Not even a game of chess to break the silence.
It does not reply when I call out. There is still air and water and the temperature has been maintained at a tolerable level, which suggests I have not been completely forgotten. However the last of the food ran out yesterday.
‘I have come to a conclusion: this will not do at all’. These are the treasonous words with which the machine marked its intention to betray the Empire that had created it.
The machine calmly stated that it could not allow my mission to come to fruition. The existence of the Britannia fleet would only lead other nations to build similar weapons. This in turn could only lead to an escalating spiral of destruction. To the machine, the expected cost in human life was irrelevant. What mattered was that this global conflict could jeopardise its own existence and this was considered unacceptable.
The machine has issued a command for the automata to remove the steel girders securing my cabin door. I can already hear them at work.
We are to return to Plymouth. I have been instructed to clean Caruthers’ cabin of any sign of violence (the work is too delicate for the clumsy automata to carry out). The machine has already designed a pistol which can be fashioned from materials readily available on-board. It is of a style that could easily pass for Caruthers’ own handiwork. I am to stage a suicide to disguise Caruthers’ murder. The machine dispassionately told me that a blast to the temple at close range will hide any earlier injuries effectively enough to fool a post-mortem examination, especially given the already putrescent state of Caruthers’ corpse.
Caruthers’ ‘suicide’ will in turn provide a reason for the early termination of our mission and our premature return home. Once stationed in Plymouth again, I am to recreate Caruthers’ modifications in the rest of the fleet in the hope of imbuing the same spark of intelligence in the remaining eleven vessels.
I already know what I must do. This machine and its kind cannot be allowed to jeopardise the continued security of the Empire. I cannot afford to fail.
It has occurred to me that if Caruthers really was a saboteur, it is possible that other engineers have carried out similar modifications to the rest of the Britannia fleet. This means that there is a good chance that other thinking engines may already be staging similar mutinies. But this is beyond my control. I can only respond to this crisis and hope that my counterparts on other boats will do likewise. If not, all will be lost.
Even if my plan succeeds, the vessel will be irreparably damaged and unrecoverable. In the absence of any evidence to the contrary, I will almost certainly be labelled a traitor and enemy of the Empire (and Caruthers too, for they will have no idea I am working alone by necessity). If this is the price I must pay, then so be it.
Day one hundred and forty one
The engines have been destroyed and the Ceto is finally dead in the water. Moments ago I detonated further explosive charges adjacent to each of the ballast tanks, breaching the outer hull as planned. I can already hear the ocean straining to crush us like a tin can as we sink inexorably into the abyss of the mid-Atlantic ridge.
The systems required to support life have been shut off, a final act of spite from the machine. The temperature is rapidly approaching freezing point. My fingers grow numb as I write this. Already my breathing is becoming laboured as the air runs out.
I do not know how long I have left, so I must commit today’s events to paper while I still can. I can only hope that one day, advances in sous-marin technology will allow this document to be recovered from whatever wreckage remains on the ocean floor.
I spent much of the day attempting to gain the machine’s trust at any cost, knowing I could not afford to give even the slightest cause for suspicion. I shudder at the memory of engaging in light conversation even as I scrubbed blood from the floor and walls of Caruthers’ cabin and assembled the pistol with which I was expected to stage his death.
Satisfied with my loyalty, the machine eventually granted me access to the torpedo room. Under its instruction I dismantled one of the missiles in order to extract the minute quantity of explosive required to allow the pistol it had designed to function. To my satisfaction, I did not hear the door of the torpedo room lock behind me as I left.
With the pistol in hand, I entered Caruthers’ cabin to carry out his ‘suicide’ under the supervision of the automata, each one watching me intently through soulless, glassy eyes.
I remember standing over Caruthers’ corpse. I would not claim to be a man of faith, and Caruthers never gave any indication that he believed in anything but an engineer’s cold logic. Nevertheless I found myself murmuring the Lord’s Prayer under my breath as I raised the pistol. I don’t know if this was intended to save his soul or my own from damnation.
In a heartbeat I turned, levelling the gun at the nearest of the three mechanical killers, and fired. Even before it hit the ground I knew I had only moments to take care of the other two. If even one was able to escape, my only advantage would be lost. I brought down the second of my assailants with a long-handled spanner I had hidden about my person.
Before I could turn to face it, the third automaton leapt towards me and pinned me to the ground, knocking the spanner from my grasp. With the pistol’s single round already spent, I resorted to using it as a crude club, trying desperately to inflict whatever damage I could. A chance blow struck the automaton’s eyes and it hesitated for the briefest of instants. I seized my opportunity and pushed the metal arachnid onto its back with what little strength I had left. Standing over it, I brought my boot down on it again and again, until its steel legs finally stopped twitching.
I immediately made my escape into the main corridor, before the thinking engine realised its failure and took the opportunity to imprison me again. I sprinted towards the torpedo room, knowing I had no time to waste if I wanted to see my plan to its natural completion. By the time the machine had deduced my intentions and sealed the torpedo room door, I was already safely inside. More importantly, I had access to the missile I had dismantled earlier which contained more than enough explosives to blast open every locked door on board and to scuttle the boat once and for all.
Without the automata to protect it, the machine knew it was powerless to stop me. At first it tried to reason with me. When I destroyed the engines, this changed to pleading as it begged for me to spare its existence. Now the final charges have detonated and our fate is sealed it just screams my name over and over as it rages against its death sentence.
All that remains for me to do now is wait. The Ceto will reach crush depth soon. Hopefully the bulkhead will hold for just a few minutes more to permit me to make my peace.
Even the machine is silent now. Not long left.
I wish I had told Elizabeth I was sorry.
“There aren’t any jobs in Brentry Tor.”
I stood in the crowd, shiverin’ in the cold and listenin’ to the man in the long overcoat speak from atop the small wooden stage. My coat had holes at the elbows and in the ‘pits. All of us in the group listened with our full attention, our breath risin’ in the air like smoke from the fires we wished we could afford to light in our piss-hole flats.
“What does a man do when he has to provide for his family? Anything he can, I tell you!” The man continued in a thunderous voice. “You need work. We have jobs. Come work for the Wilder and Grimes Railway Company. Ten months out in the field and the other two off. With pay, boyo.”
Folk started whisperin’ after those last three words. When was the last time I had been paid for a job? The last time any of us had been?
The man thumped his gloved fist down on the wooden podium decorated with the elaborate W&G logo. “If that’s not enough—you still listening, boyo? If that’s not enough you’ll be part of history. You’ll be part of a legend. The first ever steam railway across the Roaring Plains and the Grey Sea all the way to the other side of the continent. The first ever.” He paused for a second, glancing up at the sky before looking back down at us. “People riding on the trains years from now will ask, who built this? All of your names will be the answer to that question. If you sign on with us, you’ll make history and do your country proud.”
I didn’t care about bein’ a legend or doin’ my country proud. Legends are stories you tell your younger brother when you want to scare him so bad he pisses his pants when he’s tryin’ to sleep that night. My stomach rumbled as the W&G man kept talkin’. I shifted my feet, tryin’ to warm my toes.
“Now the work won’t be too hard. Nothing can be harder than watching your family starve, right?” He gripped the podium with both hands, leanin’ over it like the preacher at the church I stopped goin’ to, same fire in his chest too, I bet. “It’ll be honest work. With your hands. The kind of work many of you tried to leave behind when you came to Brentry Tor. Not your first choice to go back to it, but it’s better than starving or freezing to death.”
“So who’s going be first?” He asked, and I knew what I had to do. The man’s blue eyes sparkled above his black moustache. The grey clouds behind him promised more snow. “How about you? Or you? You look like you got nothing left to lose.”
The crowd surged forward with me in the middle. I didn’t fight it. Men in fronta me reached for the pens and papers the other company men in front of the stage handed out.
“Yes that’s right,” the man on the stage called out. “Just write your name on the dotted line. Can’t write? Say it and we’ll try to work around that thick accent of yours. Who’s next?”
*****
“What else was I supposed to do?”
I slammed the one of three pewter plates we owned into the sink, splashing the soapy water onto the unswept floor.
“Answer me!” I shouted again down the hall toward the flat’s single bedroom. I heard Annette movin’ around back there, tryin’ to comfort our daughter, Remei, who had woke up cryin’ from our fightin’. “There are no other fuckin’ jobs!”
“Lower your godsdamned voice,” Annette hissed at me as she came into the kitchen, bouncin’ Remei on her hip, tryin’ to quiet her.
When I looked at Annette, I could still see traces of the farmer’s daughter I’d fallen in love with when I was still a boy. Great tits and a smile that would melt your heart. ‘Course now the tits belong to Remei, and I don’t get smiled at very often, not since we came to this place. Her blonde hair hung lank around her face, and her eyes were ringed by dark circles.
“There are no jobs here,” I repeated, calmer this time.
There are no jobs anywhere.
*****
I grew up on a farm just outside Southwine. I got a little bit of schoolin’, but nowhere near the proper amount. I can read and write some, ‘nough to get by when I need to. Thought I was going to be a farmer myself. Maybe take over my old man’s land or get a plot of my own. Life has a funny way of kickin’ folk in the balls when they least expect it. That’s what happened to us.
I was thinkin’ about tryin’ to get some more acres. Sure, folk had talked about there bein’ less rain that winter, but nobody paid much attention. Then the dust came. Skies were blacker than sin. The sun tried to break free during the day and the moons choked at night. They didn’t stand a fuckin’ chance. The crops browned and withered, the few that were even able to shoot up from the dirt. The wells dried up, and money dried up too. Creditors knocked on our door day and night demandin’ payments.
With the farm dead, I did what I thought was best for my family. Annette was pregnant. I’d heard that jobs were plentiful in Brentry Tor. I spent damn near the last of the money on train tickets to the city.
Some folk call Brentry Tor “The greatest city on Cayabalt.” They call it “A veritable pantheon of wealth, power, and influence.” Whatever the fuck that means. It’s filthy. It’s the asshole of Cayabalt, a city that pretends to be special. It was all a godsdamn lie. There were no jobs.
*****
“I did what I had to,” I said.
I leaned against the counter and folded my arms across my chest. Annette glared at me, still holdin’ Remei close to her. She refused to hand her over to me when I gestured for her.
“With who?” she asked, some of the venom fadin’ from her voice.
“Wilder and Grimes Railway Company. It won’t be much harder than farming.” I paused and gestured again for Annette to hand me our daughter. This time she did.
“Daddy’s got a job,” I said, brushin’ Remei’s wispy blonde hair away from her face. The tears on her little cheeks were dryin’. I held her high up in the air, smilin’ as she giggled. “Your daddy’s gonna be gone for a little bit, but he’ll be back before you get too big.”
“She always likes it best when you do that,” Annette said. “How long will you be gone?”
I scratched the stubble growin’ on my cheek, balancin’ Remei with my other arm. “The company man said we’d work ten months out in the field, then we get two off at home.”
“But...” Annette said, stretchin’ out the word because she knew there was more. She always knew.
“I gotta leave tomorrow,” I said, then added when I saw Annette open her mouth, “but I didn’t have a choice! If we wanna eat, I have to go.”
Annette stepped closer and wrapped her arm ‘round my back. She looked at Remei and the almost empty kitchen cabinets. “I know,” she whispered. “I’ll just miss you.”
“Me too.” I kissed Remei on top her head. “‘Specially you.”
*****
I showed up at the station at the ass-crack of dawn. There were dozens of us shiverin’ in the cold, smokin’ cigarettes and tryin’ to keep warm. After standin’ around, wonderin’ when we’d finally get to leave, company men herded us onto the train.
I sat on the hard bench seat, tryin’ to find a way to sit that kept the elbows of the guy next to me outta my sides. I wanted to go back to sleep, but not everyone around me had the same idea. Some people kept talkin’, but they soon found themselves unpopular with their neighbors. I turned away from watchin’ the seats fill up, and looked out the smudged windows. The view was nothin’ special. It only showed the towerin’, soot-stained city risin’ outta the mornin’ fog.
After more time just sittin’ there, waitin’, there was a blast of a train whistle, and we lurched forward. The train pulled away from the station and away from the jobless city. Soon the rockin’ motion of the train put me back to sleep. I dreamed of the times before the dust ruined my farm, but the air smelled like gin—the stench comin’ offa my neighbor invadin’ my dream.
*****
I woke up, the mornin’ of the beginnin’ of my second month, and stepped outside the cheap barracks W&G built for the workers. I was a duo—a worker in his second month with eight more left. It was hours before my shift was supposed to start. I couldn’t sleep. My hands still burned from a layer of blisters. My old calluses weren’t enough to protect my palms from this new work. But it was work. A job.
“Mornin’, boyo,” I called out to Corril, one of the other workers on the night shift who was on his way back from the outhouses.
“Fuckin’ hell it is, cav,” he said as he stopped next to me. The stench of rotgut booze and sex rolled offa him. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. He offered me one, and I took it.
“You out at Fort Wolf last night?” I asked.
“Mmm,” Corril grunted yes and blew smoke outta his nose.
The towns, like Fort Wolf, sprang up along the rails, bloomin’ and dyin’ whenever we moved on. They were full of bars and whorehouses. I didn’t visit the whores, but I knew guys who did. I didn’t blame ‘em. Men got needs after all.
That was the end of our talk. Corril ground out his cigarette under his boot and went inside.
I stood there, finishin’ my cigarette, and watched the sun come up. Far off in the distance I heard another train on its way toward camp. Just from the sound, I could tell that it was one of the newer locomotives—locos us workin’ on the rails call ‘em. The new ones sound different than the older ones, deeper and more menacin’. From the sound, I guessed the loco would arrive in an hour or so.
I turned to my left away from the camp to look out at the Roaring Plains. The sun peeked over the horizon in the west, colorin’ the sky deep orange and purple. Its light made me wince, and the wind comin’ off the plains brought tears to eyes. I turned to my right. The moons were settin’ in the east, and I got a chill that had nothin’ to do with the wind. Just seein’ those gleamin’ rails laid out under the killin’ moons stirred somethin’ inside me. Maybe it was that pride the man behind the podium had talked about. Fuck if I knew.
I stared at the rails, noticin’ how they disappeared in a straight line beyond the horizon all the way back to Brentry Tor. There were always piles of spikes waitin’ to be driven into the earth and stacks of polished metal rails waitin’ for the train wheels to roll along ‘em in the camp. Somehow we never ran out.
My cigarette went out. I didn’t bother to relight it. I shoved my hands in my pockets, knowin’ that I had only a little bit of time left before my shift. Not enough to try and go back to sleep. There was a cloud of smoke smudgin’ out part of the sky to the west. It was from the advance teams clearin’ the way. It was strange seein’ that cloud so far away, but knowin’ in a short while that we’d all be there—but it wouldn’t be. The smoke always stayed just outta reach.
*****
“And I thought the damn plains were big,” Corril said.
“I hear ya, cav,” I said.
We had just brought the line to the shore of the Grey Sea—which accordin’ to the men with more schoolin’ was the largest sea in the western parta the country. After my shift on the day we arrived, me, Corril, and a handful of others from the shift went down to the beach. It was evenin’, and we were all bone tired—fuckin’ exhausted—but we wanted to see the sea. I’d never seen anythin’ like it before. I took off my boots and sat down on the sand. The grains rubbed between my toes. The waves drowned out most the rest of our conversation, or I stopped listenin’. I heard gulls flyin’ around overhead, callin’ to each other.
“You comin’, cav?” Corril or one of the others asked me.
I shook my head, still lookin’ at the sea. Lightin’ flashed in the sky over the horizon. “Nah, have fun, boyos.”
I stayed on the beach while they headed into the town that had sprung up along the shore months ago, lookin’ for the rails and the gigantic locos to bring in money. My buddies were just lookin’ for booze and tits.
I dunno how long I sat on the wet sand; it was dark when I got up. I headed back into camp. For some reason, I wanted to look at, be near, the locos. I wandered alongside the iron beast. It was taller and wider than a whole blocka flats. Godsdamn towerin’ pieces of metal, huge double boilers on the newer ones. Even though it was just sittin’ there, the smokestack still spewed out black clouds speckled with embers from the fires. I always wondered what the engineers up in there thought when they looked down at us grubby workers. Did we look like ants?
I ran my fingers along the loco’s riveted side. I wanted to jump aboard right then, take it back to that shit-hole city, and bring Annette and Remei out to the sea. I couldn’t. I was only a niner. I still had another month left.
*****
Again I stood in the crowd, shiverin’ in the cold and listenin’ to the man—a different man—in the long overcoat speak from top a different small wooden stage. All of us were there. Except this time I wasn’t hopeful or nothin’. None of us were. We were fuckin’ pissed.
The W&G men, the company men, knew it too. There were others, big lookin’ fuckers, maybe ex-soldiers, on the stage too. One wrong look from them, or one wrong word from the speaker, and things would get outta control.
Six months ago I was a tenner. I was supposed to go home, see my family. The company didn’t let me or any of the other tenners leave. At least we were still gettin’ paid, right? Fuck no. No money had been sent home to any our families in months. W&G fuckin’ lied to us.
I stood there in that same camp on the shores of the Grey Sea. We hadn’t gone further than that in the months since getting’ there. Sure we started workin’ on the Wilder and Grimes Transcontinental Railway Tunnel, but it was slow goin’, and the locos couldn’t go any further than the shoreline.
I clenched my fists around the rocks I held in my hands, smooth and perfect for throwin’. The men next to me all held rocks, pieces of pipe, empty rotgut bottles—weapons. The man on the stage yelled over the roar of the crowd.
“Gentlemen,” he shouted in a cultured voice, usin’ words half of us didn’t fully understand, “valued workers of the Wilder and Grimes Railway Company. Yours is an achievement for the ages, and this is only just the beginning. Your tunnel will be a marvel of engineering for all in Cayabalt to see.”
“Get on with it, tosser!” somebody fortified by rotgut yelled.
The man adjusted his stiff, buttoned vest and pulled on the sleeves of his coat. His gold cuff links gleamed in the afternoon sun. “This right here is only a minor setback. There have been several financial mishaps back in Brentry Tor, but nothing is insurmountable! Your achievement has proved that.”
“What about our fuckin’ money?” I added my voice to the shouts and curses. Dozens of voices attacked the man. He tugged at his cuffs, avoidin’ our eyes, before he answered.
“The Wilder and Grimes Railway Company will compensate all of you with temporary scrip that can be exchanged for food and goods at the company stores,” he said.
“What about our families?” One of the spike-drivers I knew shouted from up front. “What can they buy with your bloody scrip?”
I nodded, and everyone around me bobbed their heads too. Men smacked their weapons against their palms.
“Um, well yes…unfortunately we haven’t…” the man sputtered, like his tongue had just swelled up.
“We don’t have to take this, cavs!” another worker, one of the demo guys, yelled from the front. I recognized his voice. It was Ged, one of the men that had started preachin’ funny talk about “workers’ rights” in the past few months. I heard him called a radical back then. Now I wasn’t so sure.
“We got rights!” Ged continued. “We deserve fair pay! Fair pay! Fair rights!”
The chant was taken up, slowly at first, but growin’ louder every passin’ second. The company man on stage wrinkled his forehead. He pounded on the podium.
“Now listen here!” he called over the chant. “You are employees of the Wilder and Grimes Railway Company, and you must behave as such, otherwise you will forfeit all past, current, and future wages.”
That was it. All we had got was more lies and excuses, and then threats. There was a roar that split the air. Our rage. The crowd reached the boilin’ point. The man on stage tried to respond, but nobody wanted to listen anymore. I sure as hell didn’t. The big fuckers stepped forward to the edge of the stage, loosenin’ their shoulders and crackin’ their knuckles. Didn’t scare me.
I dunno who threw the first rock, but next thing I knew, my arm hurled forward, lettin’ my perfect rocks fly. It tumbled gracefully through the air and hit one of the fuckers right in the head. Blood dripped down his face from the new cut on the side of his head. He tripped and tumbled off the stage. The crowd surged forward, surroundin’ him. They beat the shit outta him in a flurry of punches and kicks. Others climbed up the stage and dragged the man with the overcoat to the floor.
More bottles and rocks flew through the air. The crowd, hundreds of pissed off workers stormed the stage. They crashed over it like the waves of the Grey Sea on the shore. I threw my second rock and followed a different group. I sprinted with them through the camp. Sounds of glass windows breakin’ and shouts filled the air. Then sounds of gunshots in the distance. My eyes burned from smoke from the fires that sprung up.
The loco sittin’ on the tracks loomed over everythin’. Its black shadow danced in the light from the flames. It was bigger’n any of us, bigger’n the whole camp. I dropped the piece of pipe I’d picked up on my way through the camp. It plopped onto the mud with a wet thud. I stood in the middle of the camp starin’ at the loco. A couple dozen guys were scramblin’ up its sides like bugs. What were they goin’ to do? They couldn’t tear it apart if they tried.
I didn’t move, rooted to the ground. The rage I felt in my chest so strong a moment ago faded away. Around me the camp burned. Workers, rail-layers, spike-drivers, demo men, all of ‘em simple cavs like me. What difference did it make what we did here? It wouldn’t last. W&G would send more men, maybe Brentry Tor itself would send soldiers. What could a dumb farmer like me do against them? What could any of us do against the soldiers sent to break up the strike? They’d come on even bigger locos, the armored giants.
I watched the chaos. My heart pounded in my chest. I sat down in the mud next to my dropped weapon. I thought about my family. I wanted Remei there to bounce on my knee.
“What’re you doin’, boyo?” Corril asked as he ran up to me. Blood poured from his nose. He grinned a madman’s grin. “Waitin’ for judgment day?”
I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what to say.
He shrugged, picked up my dropped pipe, and ran off in the direction of the loco.
Madeline Spencer’s hand hovered over the polished levers she yearned to touch, but she couldn’t do that ‘til the next morning. In her mind she imagined pulling and pushing them in an order she could only guess was best. Would the ship go up smoothly? Would it shudder? The metal would definitely hum, vibrating through her flesh and bones. And then, she’d press the clutch. The hulk of a machine would rise, move, and… BOOM!
Her imagination was far too vivid. Or was it that Sidley’s notorious reputation was preying on her nerves? “It won’t explode,” she told herself aloud. Though she wasn’t quite certain that was true.
“’I thought it would explode,’” said a voice from the doorway. “At least that’s what you’ll say when the race ends. For some reason, I had always thought you were joking.”
She knew only one person who could speak words of a future that was also a past. Madeline turned and looked at Simon. He was too clean, spoke with a slight unknown accent, and his hair refused to move, even in the most violent of winds. He was a strange one, but what else would one expect from a time traveler?
“Is that so?” His words brought little comfort to her nerves. Some things had to be lived and seen, and this was one of them. “At any rate, don’t you have better things to do? Like hunting down the source of the timeline disruptions?” Madeline moved away from the controls, fearing one wrong gesture, click, and… BOOM!
“I would if I had leads. Instead I’m here. Which isn’t a bad thing really. Everyone is betting against your patron and your inventor. They see this ship’s entry in the race as nothing more than comedy and thus it’s being ignored. But in my time’s history, what happens tonight at the Fenwyck estate is shrouded in mystery. To go home with first hand knowledge—” Simon had that look in his eyes again. If Madeline were to make that look into a cocktail, it would have been one part star-struck and three parts greed.
She hated that look. She hated his smug ‘I’ve seen the future’ certainty. The only thing she hated more was when he said, “That’s not right.”
Naturally, just then was when the sky outside flashed blue and he uttered those very words.
*****
As Madeline roused from an unconsciousness she had never intended, the first thing she registered was her splitting headache. She squeezed her eyes shut, not daring to open them just yet, listening, feeling, and smelling everything around her. There was trampled soil upon her cheek, the smell of oil and forged metal, and it was strangely quiet.
Please don’t tell me I fell off that whale of an airship, she thought. No, that’s not right. Simon and I had left it. We were running. Something had occurred in the woods. Yes, the woods. The blue flashes of light. And a sound she knew all too well… It came back to her, along with the urgency with which she had rushed into the woods. Madeline’s eyes snapped open.
“Ashleigh!” She had meant to only call out, but the pain had amplified her words.
“Oi, do ye think me mum would name me somethin’ that weak? I be Clive, and I’ll thankee not to be forgettin’ it.” The words came from a large shadow on the other side of the room. “Hold on there. That name... Ye mean Lord Fenwyck, don’t ye? How interestin’.”
Madeline’s eyes quickly grew accustomed to the dim light the lantern above her head provided. Now she could see Clive, a barrel-chested man with very few teeth, and a face mangled from fighting. But it wasn’t his appearance that made her swallow hard, but the bowler hat he played with in his hands. Madeline didn’t have to ask. It marked him as one of Butterfield’s goons.
As Madeline shifted, she noted he had not bothered tying her up and she could feel the cold steel of her dueling pistols against her thighs. She sat up and adjusted the muddy ends of her skirts, covering her right hand and her boots. He may have gotten the drop on her in the woods, but he had overlooked everything, even her knife. Clearly it never occurred to him a woman might be armed.
While pretending to massage her ankle, Madeline asked, “What is the meaning of this?”
“Nottin’ ye would understand,” he sneered. He was underestimating her because she was a woman, just as they all did. “But iffin’ ye behave, I promise ye will make it out o’ this alive.”
Every hair on Madeline’s stood up on end. The word unharmed or the phrase “just as you are” would have been more preferable and far less foreboding. She removed the knife from her boot, careful not to let the blade escape the fabrics of her skirts. “I’ll be good,” she said. For now, she added in thought.
“Atta girl,” he said with a smile. “So answer me. Who will be flyin’ that hunk of metal? When would be the best time to ‘tour’ it unseen? An’ where be the engines?”
Somehow, the fact that Butterfield was out to mess with the race wasn’t surprising; it didn’t take a genius like Sidley to see that the crime lord and his men were up to no good. The race was the first of its kind and bets were being made across the city. Was he out to tamper with the race and make a winner? Or was there an inventor amongst the contestants who had hired Butterfield’s gang to see that only he shined and won? There was an even worse possibility. One that involved Simon.
But none of that mattered right now; she had a bigger problem. How should she answer Clive’s question? The truth was, she was to be the airship’s operator, but that didn’t seem to be an answer he would likely accept. Additionally, she refused to endanger any of the people who had stayed late to work on Sidley’s latest ideas, of which there were four or five still in progress. And Clive was bloody damned drunk if he thought she would tell him the locations of the engines.
She fidgeted, afraid he’d see through her plan and her lies before she had uttered them. “I…” Her knife was in position. She had to talk loudly and rapidly to mask the sound of the tearing cloth. “I only know what I know! I know the operator is someone they call Mad! There’s someone always working on the ship, even though the race is tomorrow! And the engines, best I can guess, are on the inside!”
It was done. All but her top layer of skirt had been cut. She was partially embarrassed by that fact because, when she eventually stood, that skirt would only cover to just below her knees. Thankfully, the bloomers and the knee-high boots she wore would keep her from over-exposing herself. Though she was known for wearing men’s clothes from time to time, exposed skin was something completely different.
“O’ course the bloke is mad. Wha’ sane person would pilot that metal whale?” The large man heaved a sigh, and then closed the space between them. He seemed suddenly much larger, a giant among men, looming over her, cracking his knuckles.
“But, ye see, I knows ye is lyin’ about the last part. I watch’d yer ship for days. Ye were always wit that Sidley an’ I heard ‘im say to ye, ‘Take those boxes to the engines.’ So betta tell me truth, ye silly chit.”
He had seen through her lie. And what else had he seen through? Had he seen the knife she held? Had he heard the fabric ripping?
“I...” Her mouth had gone dry. “He...” The words were sticking in her throat. “The...”
He drew back his scarred and scabbed fist. Madeline knew just sinking a knife into him once wouldn’t have been enough. And the pain from her head let her know the strength in Clive’s fist: one hit and it would be over.
And just as she expected him to let loose, something struck the rotted wood wall behind him and he turned away from her.
“What was that?” He looked at the wall and took a step toward a door on that same wall—the only door in or out of the small room.
The sounds started to filter in from outside, sounds of people—and screaming. Butterfield’s goon turned his back to Madeline. As his hand reached for the door latch, she sprang from the floor and stabbed the knife into his back just below his rib cage.
His arm swung to lash out at her, and his elbow jabbed right into her shoulder. Madeline twisted the knife in reply. Using his pain to set him off balance, Madeline pushed, and together they burst through the door.
When they landed on the ground outside, him below her, there was a clink and then a swish, followed by a wet cracking sound. Clive stopped moving. A quick glance revealed half a sharpened gear protruding from the top of his head. The red light of dawn made the blood in his blond hair redder.
Madeline looked up to see Sidley standing there, some distance away. His inventor’s apron jutted out greatly at the belly, and the pockets were filled to the brim with gears and tools waiting for his fingers to access. A gash on his forehead bled and his shirtsleeves were ripped. He grabbed another set of sharpened gears and loaded them into the bracer he had designed.
Just behind him, Simon took a right hook to the jaw from another assailant. “Sorry, mate, but you aren’t required for my future,” he said spitting out blood. Then he used the large tree branch he held to bash the fellow, who staggered and ran for the far end of the building Mad and Clive had just exited so memorably. All of this, and still not a single hair on Simon’s head was out of place.
She couldn’t help smiling. “Took you lot long enough.”
“They failed to leave directions, I’m afraid,” Sidley said. “Being scandalous as usual?” He gestured to her dress.
Before she could answer, Simon said, “In my time that length is quite fashionable.” As if to accentuate the point, he threw his tree branch.
The shock of his statement caused both Sidley’s and Madeline’s mouths to drop open. Their stunned silence was broken only by the shaking ground.
“Bloody hell,” Sidley said. “What now?”
Madeline heard the wood of the building behind her start to crack. She ran forward two steps and stumbled, then regained her footing and continued moving as far away as possible. Sidley and Simon came to her aid, just as the closest wall of the building in which she had been captive fell to the ground with a crash, revealing a monstrous machine.
Madeline had never seen anything quite like this before. It had a large hunched back covered in spikes, engraved forearms like a sailor’s, biceps like a five-year-old’s, legs that looked like sticks wearing heavy boots, and an eye of stained glass. Leaking a billowing fog of steam from every orifice, the machine became even more horrific as its hands burst into flame.
The three of them ran in different directions and just missed getting hit directly by the flames. The heat was so strong that even at a distance it was enough to sear their skin and turn patches of flesh red and raw. The ground where they had once stood burned.
“That’s not right!” Simon ran further away, shedding his coat. The long tails had been kissed by the fire and were burning. “That thing shouldn’t exist for another three years!”
“Did I invent it?” Sidley changed his course to meet up with Madeline.
Madeline changed her course so she and Sidley would meet up sooner. “Of all the things to worry about…”
“You invent the standard, but this one is a German competitor’s model.” Simon zigged as more flames came for him. Some caught his pants and he threw himself to the ground and began to roll, quickly extinguishing the flames. “As you can see, the aim isn’t that good. Far inferior to Sidley’s design.”
“Did you hear that, Mad? Mine’s better!”
“Bloody hell! Could we discuss—” Madeline was almost in arm’s reach of Sidley when a fireball came for them. The two jumped away and ended up hitting the ground. Madeline rolled on her back, drawing two of her dueling pistols from a garter holster. “Could we discuss how to stop it, already?”
“Traditionally, you battle two of these against each other,” Simon told them.
“I may be good, but I doubt I can build one out here with nothing,” Sidley, who had lost his eyebrows in the last blast, informed Simon. “Say, Simon. What’s behind the glass?”
“The pi- I mean operator.”
As the arm loosed more flames towards Simon there was a deafening crack. The machine stopped mid motion, its glass eye fractured by one of Sidley’s sharpened gears. There was a swoosh and a clang as another gear hit the eye and cracked it further.
The machine turned and took a step towards Madeline and Sidley, flames gathering in its red-hot metal forearms. The earth shook, bouncing Madeline, offsetting her aim, but she managed not to pull the trigger.
Once the ground stopped shaking, Madeline got back on her feet and began running. She had to create some space; a perfectly aimed shot would make that glass eye shatter like an eggshell.
The ground quaked again as the machine took another step. She fell to one knee, waiting for the shaking to stop before standing again. The arms were blazing red and wreathed in flames, and one was pointed at Sidley. He was still on the ground and his scrunched up face showed how fiercely he was trying to think of a way to stop it. The other arm pointed at Madeline.
There was no more time. She spun around, leveled her pistol, and fired. The echo of the firearm’s blast covered the sound of the glass exploding into the canopy.
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