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i
“I can’t believe it,” said Harry as she tossed another letter with its envelope into the fire. It blazed into cinders that balanced for a moment in the flames, then rocketed up the flue.
Seated in an armchair by the window, Khuwelsa glanced up from her book. Probably another scientific romance penned by Monsieur Verne. Harry had tried them, but they were far too dry.
It was still morning and the sun had not got around to this side of the house. The room was baking from the fire, but Harry needed to get through her correspondence and the fire was the most effective method.
“What can’t you believe?” said Khuwelsa.
“Another proposal of marriage,” Harry said. “Honestly, I have no idea what possesses these people.”
“I imagine it happens to anyone in the public eye.”
“It was another woman.”
Khuwelsa shrugged. “Well, you do have a masculine nom de guerre.”
“Not my idea.”
“Be grateful we’re stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. Imagine what it would be like in London or Manchester.”
Harry kicked the postal sack that had arrived that morning. It keeled over and spilt its contents across the carpet. News of their latest exploits had leaked out and, with gross inaccuracies and pure invention from the members of the press, had been plastered across the broadsheets of England.
“Why did you tell them, Harry?”
“Me? I didn’t tell them.”
“Well, how did they find out?”
Harry shook her head. “I have no idea.” She looked down at the pile at her feet. “It’ll take me forever to get through this lot. I won’t be finished before the next bag arrives.”
“Want some help?”
Harry nodded.
Khuwelsa put down her book, gathered up her skirt and petticoats, and came over. She looked at the pile.
“You need a system,” she said. She rummaged through her pockets and pulled out a notepad with a pencil attached by a string. “We’ll make a list of the types of correspondence and the action to take with each. Then we’ll take each one in turn, determine what it is, and put it in its appropriate pile. Finally we burn them all.”
“If we’re going to burn them all, why are we putting them in piles?” said Harry. “Why not just burn the lot now?”
“I’m curious as to percentages. Besides, you may decide to answer some of them. And there might be something important; perhaps Her Gracious Majesty would like to see you?”
Harry laughed.
“Or,” said Khuwelsa. “Perhaps the prince would like to marry you?”
Harry pulled a face. “He’s ancient and ugly.”
“He’s a prince.”
“And he’s married.”
“He has mistresses, he might want to add you to his harem.”
Harry made a disapproving noise and glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was just past ten thirty. “We have a lesson at eleven.”
“All right,” said Khuwelsa as she settled on the floor next to the letters. She wetted the tip of the pencil with her tongue and held the notepad at the ready. “What sorts of correspondence do you receive? Marriage proposals.” She scribbled on the pad.
Harry picked up the next one, studied then sniffed it. “Smells of cigars, the hand pressed hard when writing the address, and it is angular. Angry.”
Khuwelsa frowned. “Angry?”
Harry sighed. “Yes, some of them are not very complimentary.”
Khuwelsa snatched it from her, tore it open and scanned the contents. “Evil man,” she hissed. “You shouldn’t read these.”
“I get them from women too.”
Her sister wadded up the letter and tossed it in the fire.
“I thought were categorising and making piles.”
“Those go straight in the fire as soon as we know what they are,” said Sellie. “What else?”
Harry picked a thicker and larger envelope from the selection. “This one will be a business requesting an endorsement of their product.” She tore it open. “Lady Lovely, support wear
for the beautiful woman.”
Khuwelsa laughed. “Are they offering money?”
Harry scanned the letter. “No, just free supplies.”
“We’ll make a category for business offers,” said Khuwelsa, jotting down the name. She tapped on the table. “Put that here. If we get one that wants to give you money we will address it more seriously.”
“I’m not sure how Dad will feel about that.”
Sellie shrugged. “What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him.”
Harry picked the next item. “Marriage proposal—oh, this one has a photograph.” She giggled and handed it to her sister, who pulled a face.
“What do you want to do about these ones?” she said. “Do you want to reply?”
“If I do, it might encourage them.”
“If you don’t, they’ll probably keep trying.”
“We could do a form letter,” said Harry. “Miss Edgbaston thanks you for your kind
consideration; however, she feels she is far too young to be contemplating marriage at this time. ”
Sellie giggled. “Unless you have an annual income in excess of ten thousand pounds. In which case
please come straight over.”
Harry laughed. Khuwelsa noted down the new category and action to go with it.
“We should probably return their photographs.”
“Yes,” said Harry after a slight hesitation.
“What?”
“Occasionally they have no clothes on.”
Sellie was aghast. “Really?”
Harry nodded. She could feel her face reddening.
“Any of them look nice?” asked Khuwelsa.
“Sellie!”
“Well, a girl can be interested, can’t she?” she said. “And you didn’t answer my question.”
“Sometimes,” Harry said in a very small voice.
“You should let me check those for suitability. And then we’ll throw them in the fire.”
Sellie made notes. “Let’s move on.”
“Letters from admirers,” said Harry. “These are in the majority.”
“Form letter acknowledgement. Next.”
“Business opportunities.”
“Same as endorsements.”
“No, these are people asking me to put money into business ventures.”
Khuwelsa pulled a face again. “They can go in the fire after being checked.”
“People wanting charity.”
Sellie looked at her sister. “You can’t.”
Harry’s heart felt heavy. “I know. I mean we don’t even have any money to give. But it seems so heartless.”
“Most of them will be chancers.”
Harry nodded. “I feel like I should apologise.”
“No,” said Sellie. “No apology, not even an acknowledgement.”
“Well, that covers everything.”
Sellie wrote out signs and ripped the pages from her notepad. She laid them on the floor; then she and Harry went through the post. They managed to identify most of the angry people from the envelopes, and Sellie merely confirmed the contents before disposing of each letter.
They found they required one additional category: for genuine letters that required a reply.
Then the door slammed open, and Mrs Hemingway stood in the doorway, fuming.
“I believe you are overdue for my lesson.”
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Later Khuwelsa lay beneath the Pegasus and held out her right hand. “Small pliers.”
She kept a tight grip on the ends of the wires in her left hand. There was a pause longer than she liked; she knew Harry would take a moment to figure out what she needed. It was not that Harry was not clever. In fact Khuwelsa agreed entirely with Mrs Hemingway on this point.
Harry just didn’t seem to try very hard. She was always a bit distracted.
Khuwelsa, on the other hand, drove herself despite Mrs Hemingway never disguising her disapproval of having to teach “the black girl”. Sellie never expected to get any word of encouragement from their tutor, so she was never disappointed.
The heavy metal of the pliers fell into her hand. Khuwelsa focused on the wires in front of her. Their father, Jonathan Edgbaston, had cut off their pocket money again. It was the only pressure he could bring to bear since they were both too old to be spanked. So, she had spent the last few days tinkering with some left-overs in the workshop and turning them to a new use.
Like the old Faraday grid she had picked up from one of the old plantation tractors.
Decisions about adding more equipment to the Pegasus were always difficult. Despite the gravity reduction, more weight was still an additional burden; if she added it in one place she really needed to take it away elsewhere. So the benefit of wrapping this old grid around the existing fuselage had to be balanced against the additional weight.
The problem was that Faraday grids did not add to one another. The best modern grid cancelled all but a quarter of the weight of anything above it. But if you put one grid on top of another and energised them both it was still one quarter, not a quarter of a quarter.
Nobody knew why. She had tried it herself, of course, but the experiment just proved what every engineer knew to be true. There were stories, of course; even Jules Verne had written De la Terre à la Lune ten years before the first ill-fated trip into the Void. In Verne’s story, the inventor had succeeded in achieving complete nullification of gravity.
“We should be so lucky,” said Khuwelsa to no one in particular.
“What?” said Harry.
“Nothing.”
“What exactly are you doing?”
“Increasing the coverage of the Faraday effect so we can turn tighter without gaining weight.”
“That’ll be useful.”
Khuwelsa tightened up the electrical connection with the pliers. She would have to come back and solder it later. Along with the dozens of other ones. It was going to be a long job. She replaced the cover and slid out from under the ship. Harry gave her a hand up and pulled her into a sitting position.
“You don’t sound very enthusiastic about my improvements.”
Harry looked pointedly across towards the front of the house. A line of steam-powered cars were puffing up the gravel drive. “Looks like we’re going to be spending the weekend skulking in our rooms again.”
“Dad didn’t say he was having guests this weekend.”
“Must be trouble.”
“Well, we’re grounded.”
“It’s all right for you; you’ll just curl up with a book.”
“You could.”
Harry sighed. “I’d rather be flying.”
Khuwelsa reached out and took her sister’s pale hand in her own black one. She squeezed it. Harry just stared at the house. Sellie squeezed really hard.
“Ow!” said Harry. “What did you do that for?”
“Just trying to cheer you up.”
“With pain?”
“Got to be better than melancholy.” Sellie got up on her knees and poked Harry in the midriff.
“Ow.”
Sellie poked again. Harry tried to bat her hand away but missed. Khuwelsa went all-out on a poking attack. Harry defended, but at least half of Sellie’s pokes got through. Harry fell back into a flowerbed and rolled under the outstretched wing of the Pegasus. She tried to suppress her giggles, failed, and burst out laughing, but Sellie was remorseless in her attack.
Harry laughed and laughed. Khuwelsa grinned and kept up her relentless onslaught of poking fingers even though Harry’s defence was in ruins and she could not see for the tears running down her face.
“Pax!” shrieked Harry. “Please! Pax!”
Sellie sat back on her heels, still grinning.
“I hate you,” said Harry, though the grin on her face as she struggled out of the bushes belied her statement. “And I’ll get you back.”
Their moment did not last.
“Quite honestly, Miss Edgbaston, I despair.” The highly strung wire that was Mrs Hemingway stood near the tail of the Pegasus with her arms crossed. Her hair piled high on her head gave her that extra height with which to dominate them (at least in theory).
Not that she needed it, thought Sellie, as she was quite a tall woman. Harry was only average height while Mrs Hemingway looked down on most men, both literally and figuratively.
Perhaps that’s why she remained single.
Harry stood and brushed some of the dirt from the front of her dress.
Mrs Hemingway shook her head. “You are not a child any more, Miss Edgbaston, you are a young woman and the sooner you behave appropriately the sooner you will find a husband.”
“Yes, Mrs Hemingway,” said Harry.
Khuwelsa rocked back on her heels and stood in one fluid motion. Mrs Hemingway was not addressing her, of course. There was no reason for Khuwelsa to behave in any fashion resembling that of a proper young woman because she would not be attracting a husband.
Except perhaps one of the men working on the plantation.
From Mrs Hemingway’s viewpoint, as soon as Harry was married off, Sellie could be dispensed with as a companion. Not that Harry thought that way, but every right-thinking British lady would come to the same conclusion.
“To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit, Mrs Hemingway?” said Harry. “If it’s to tell us to keep clear of my father’s guests we had already assumed as much.”
Mrs Hemingway frowned. “Your assumption is completely incorrect. Your father requests your attendance at luncheon.”
“What?”
Mrs Hemingway sighed. “Really, Harriet, you cannot say what. If you have truly misheard then the correct phrase is I beg your pardon.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I said you must not say what…”
At which point she broke off with a look of powerless fury in her eyes. Khuwelsa turned away and hid her laughter in a cough.
“You will return to the house, clean yourself up, put on something respectable and present yourself at 1 p.m.” She turned on her heel and flounced off.
Khuwelsa managed to suppress her giggles until Mrs Hemingway was, hopefully, out of earshot before they erupted from her. Harry turned with a look of fake innocence on her face.
“What’s funny?”
Then she dissolved into laughter as well.
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Khuwelsa straightened her skirt for the umpteenth time and took a deep breath. Mrs Hemingway had insisted they take baths, which was not a problem, and then that they wore their best day dresses. Which was a problem because the only way they could get into them was to climb into the corsetry they preferred to avoid.
Not that Mrs Hemingway had given any instructions directly to Sellie herself, but since neither had she been forbidden it meant that she was also required to go to luncheon.
Sellie loved Jonathan Edgbaston, even though he wasn’t her real father. He was never unkind, except when he was telling her off—and when that happened he would almost certainly be telling Harry off as well. He was genuinely unaffected by the colour of her skin.
Unlike everyone else, and that wasn’t just the Europeans. Even her own people reacted badly to her much of the time. She was seen as unfairly privileged. If other natives couldn’t have what she had, why should she be allowed it at all?
The fact that it was not her decision did not seem to have any bearing on the matter.
Honestly Harry had nothing to worry about. At least she had a place in the world, while the only place Khuwelsa had was standing three paces behind her sister.
Khuwelsa looked down the long curving staircase and then back at Harry, who looked just as nervous as she. Mrs Hemingway had not been invited and that was another reason she had been in such a foul mood.
“Ready?” said Harry.
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
Harry gave two short whistles and one long one: Attack dive. Sellie grinned, they linked arms, and as one they set off down into the hall.
The butler opened the door and they entered the morning room. The gazes of ten men turned on them. Five wore uniforms; Khuwelsa recognised both Navy and army. Of the others, three were in well-tailored suits and the final one was Mr Edgbaston. He was the only one who smiled.
“I thought they were chaps.” The sotto voce whisper reverberated around the room. It was one of the military types, a fellow sporting a handlebar moustache on a face puffed and red from an over-indulgence in alcohol.
“My daughters, gentlemen,” said their father. Khuwelsa’s heart melted again. She loved it when he said that in front of people who would not only disapprove of her, but also of him for saying it.
Harry made a beeline for him and Sellie followed.
All eyes were on them.
Their father made introductions. They were not required to shake hands, which was probably just as well; only the younger men even looked at her. It was hard to imagine an event any more nightmarish than this.
The man who had been unable to keep a civil tongue in his head was Admiral Framington. There was a Lt Cmdr Laxton, a Lt Keating, two army majors, and four bureaucrats.
After introductions there was a period of small talk where everyone spoke in low tones and no one spoke with the girls.
The food was brought in for a buffet lunch. The Edgbaston family did not maintain a large staff, and this sort of occasion was usually planned well in advance so they could draft in extras to deal with service. This meeting was impromptu.
No one moved towards the tables with the food, and it took Khuwelsa and Harry a few moments to realise that they were the reason. They had to go first.
“Come along, my dears,” said their father and took each of them by the arm, guiding them to the table.
“What’s this about, Dad?” hissed Harry.
“Newspaper reports.”
Harry glanced at Sellie behind their father’s back as he leaned over the table to get some food. She looked questioning. Any ideas? Sellie shrugged. None.
The torturous silence continued while they ate. Sellie had no appetite but pretended to eat. She noticed that Harry was scoffing hers down as if there was no tomorrow. Mrs Hemingway would not be impressed.
Subsequently they moved to the drawing room which had an attached conservatory.
Khuwelsa went to the French window and looked out on to the manicured gardens and plantation beyond. The Edgbaston estate, while one of the larger ones in the area, was not huge.
They cultivated grain with a staff of about thirty on the farm. That staff would all have been slaves at one time, but since the British had taken over slavery was abolished. The workers stayed because there was nowhere else to go.
“Miss Edgbaston.”
Sellie turned towards the speaker only to realise that the Miss Edgbaston in question was Harry, and not her. Harry was sitting beside their father surrounded by the gentlemen. Khuwelsa was in two minds as to whether to stay safe where she was or be with Harry.
Her father solved the problem when he looked up and indicated she should come and sit. Her heart sank but she was an obedient daughter, most of the time, and did as he instructed.
She sat down decorously, as Mrs Hemingway had drilled them again and again. Perching on the edge and not sitting back. It was impossible to get out of a chair in an elegant way if seated all the way back. Though it defeated the point of there even being a back. Khuwelsa thought she would prefer to lounge like a bohemian than be so prim and proper.
The air was filled with the scent of cigars and alcohol.
“Miss Edgbaston,” repeated the admiral, who appeared to be the one in charge. “Can you explain your involvement with the attack on Zanzibar?”
Harry cleared her throat. “There’s a German lieutenant I like to dance with.”
There were disapproving mutterings among the group.
“I met him at a dance organised by our army originally,” she said. “We got on, so we would visit him from time to time.”
“Without a chaperone?”
“I had my sister with me,” said Harry. “And there was the whole garrison of soldiers.”
“Oh, really?”
“Admiral,” said their father. “I understand you wish to discuss the military situation with my daughters. I do not appreciate you impugning their honour.”
“What? No,” said the admiral. “Not intended.”
“The point is,” said Harry, “we arrived just as the Zanzibar invasion force was going through the town, and they imprisoned us. We escaped and got to Zanzibar to warn Daddy.”
“And then you attacked and brought down four Zeppelins!”
“Outrageous,” muttered someone.
Harry stood up. “Perhaps you would have preferred we let them attack and invade? Your two boats would not have stood a chance.”
“But,” said the admiral. “You’re just a girl.” It sounded like gel–with a hard “g”–the way he pronounced it.
“So what exactly is the problem, admiral?” demanded Harry. “That we saved Zanzibar or that a pair of girls brought down a German fleet with one unarmed ship?”
Sellie would have applauded but at that exact moment there was an explosion outside and all the windows blew in.
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Khuwelsa could feel nothing save her blood pounding in her temples, see nothing through choking clouds of dust, and hear nothing but a shrill whistle in her ears. For some reason she felt it ought to be dark in the room, but there was plenty of light filtering through the dust.
She coughed again and reached out her hand to her sister. There was only an empty space. Where was Harry? She had been sitting right beside her but no longer. Sellie stood up, then sat down again abruptly; the explosion had done something to her ears and her balance was all wrong.
She did not hear but saw the main chandelier crash to the floor in front of her. One of the men in suits had been seated underneath it. Heedless of her lack of balance she got up again and staggered across to the chandelier, using the other furniture to stop herself from toppling over. Someone laid a hand on her left forearm, trying to hold her back. She shrugged them off.
The chandelier rope came tumbling down through the pulley. The cable for the electricity still ran up to the ceiling but must have become detached at the other end. The man under the chandelier had his eyes open and his arms were moving feebly as if he were trying to free himself, ineffectually.
Khuwelsa grabbed the upper arms of the chandelier and pulled. The heavy metal rolled towards her. It was caught on the other side. A hand tapped her on the shoulder. It was her father. He looked shocking, with his black hair a mess and his suit grey with dust. He held up a finger to her indicating she should wait.
He got the other side of the chandelier and lifted while she pulled. It rolled off completely. The electric cable went taut for a moment. Sellie glanced up to see it tear through the plaster ceiling, as the weight of the chandelier ripped the wire further out.
It hadn’t become disconnected after all. Must have had a lot of play.
Her father was helping the man in the suit to his feet. He was not completely in his right mind; his head lolled and he staggered with his weight on her father’s shoulder. However nothing seemed to be broken.
The ringing in her ears faded, replaced by weak cries for help and the occasional groan.
Sellie looked towards the devastated windows and then the floor. There was remarkably little glass scattered about; it seemed the net curtains had retained most of the shattering windows, though they had themselves been ripped down by the weight.
The window frames were gone. The dust was clearing and there seemed to be no smoke.
Where was Harry?
Khuwelsa tutted. Of the men, most appeared to have recovered the ability to move under their own power, although that meant limping, hobbling and leaning on one another. Two remained. Of those, one man looked as if he might be dead. Sellie plucked up her courage and went over to where he lay on the floor. A pool of blood was forming by his head. His eyes were open but lacked that vital spark of the living.
She closed his eyes. He was still warm, of course, which seemed strange: if he was dead should he not be cold? She shivered. Something structural snapped and its sound broke the unnatural quiet of the explosion’s aftermath.
Sellie looked up. A gap several inches wide ran along the ceiling near the shattered wall.
Even as she watched it lengthened. The ceiling bellied out as it lost it support.
The final man was Admiral Framington. He was awake, but his eyes were wandering. She hurried over and tried to get an arm under his shoulders.
“Come on, Admiral,” she said.
His eyes focused on her. “Get away from me, darkie!”
Khuwelsa went cold. For a moment she was tempted to leave him to his fate. But only for a moment. She bent over him, her face close to his. “The ceiling is coming down, Admiral,”
she said. “Now, if you like, I’ll walk away and leave you here. Or you can let me help you. Which would you prefer?”
She was surprised how long it took him to come to his decision but perhaps that was because his mind was still befuddled. He grabbed her left hand and let her pull him up. He seemed to have enough strength in his legs, which was just as well since she was not capable of carrying him. He did, however, need assistance with his balance.
A shower of plaster fluttered down on them as another crack rent the air. Something whipped Sellie’s face, and she caught a glimpse of the end of the electrical wire from the chandelier.
It was a good thing they did not have gas in the house or the whole place might have gone up from an electrical spark.
A thunderous roar filled the air as the place went dark and they were again blinded by dust. The admiral tried to stop but Sellie kept him staggering forward by sheer strength. She could not see it, but the outer wall must have collapsed.
That meant the ceiling would not be far behind; it was already creaking ominously. Every few moments the crack of breaking timbers snapped through the air.
They must be almost at the door by now, surely?
Khuwelsa’s arm banged into the wall. Good. The ceiling directly above should be supported by the wall. But the admiral seemed to be trying to move away from her, deeper into the room.
She held him but found herself being dragged. She realised it wasn’t him, but the floor giving way. There were cellars beneath every room and the floor must be collapsing into them.
Sellie reached out her arm to find something to grab hold of, and found nothing but empty space where the wall should have been. They must have reached the door. She found the frame and hooked her fingers round it. Her other hand had a grip on the admiral’s jacket, but he was very heavy. Still, she spent her life working with tools and shovelling coal. He was just a man.
“Help!” she called, though still able to see nothing.
“Sellie?”
“Dad! I’m at the door, I’ve got the admiral but the floor’s going.”
“I can’t see you, sweetheart.” She could tell he was trying to maintain a semblance of calm. “Keep talking.”
“I’m here by the door. The whole outside wall collapsed and I don’t know where Harry is. Dad, she’s gone.”
A hand found hers and grabbed her around the wrist. She felt her father move in front of her. He reached out, following her other arm with his hand until he touched the admiral. He took hold and, together with Sellie, they reeled the old man in and through the door to relative safety.
The air filled with the tearing and cracking of joists and boards as the floor behind them collapsed under its own weight plus that of the fallen ceiling.
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The air cleared as the dust settled in the hall. Their beautiful house was a wreck. They had placed the admiral sitting up against a wall on the far side. He muttered something about anarchists but his eyes were wandering.
With one bureaucrat dead there remained the other seven visitors. The younger ones were on their feet but still confused. One of the army majors was checking his gun.
“See if you can find some of the staff, Sellie,” said her father. “We could do with some assistance with this lot.”
“What was it, Dad?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t want to send you but you’re the only one who knows their way around and”—he paused, considering how to say it—“I don’t trust this lot not to shoot at someone who looked at them the wrong way.”
“What about Harry?”
“She wasn’t on the floor anywhere?”
“I didn’t see her.” Sellie went cold with the thought of Harry buried in the collapse. “I don’t think she was in the room.”
“No, she was gone by the time I managed to pull myself together.” He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “We just have to assume she got out of there first.”
Sellie glanced around and then decided she didn’t care what the strangers thought. She flung her arms around her father and squeezed. It just felt so good to have him there and real before she headed off again.
She felt his arms enfold her and then he whispered in her ear. “I love you, daughter.” She thought she might be overwhelmed from the feelings his words generated.
But emotions would have to wait. She stopped squeezing and he did the same; she stepped back. Normally he would have been smiling after a hug, but not on this occasion. Both of them were deadly serious.
Sellie had a sudden thought. “Mrs Hemingway?”
“I think she retreated to her rooms.” Both of them glanced at the stairs.
“I’ll go,” said Khuwelsa.
“No, it’s too dangerous,” he said. “I’ll send one of these chaps.”
“I’m the lightest and, as you said, they don’t know their way around.”
He pursed his lips as he reached for an alternative, but he did not consider too long. He nodded.
She headed across the room at a fast walk. Running in the dress was almost impossible and now that the urgency was decreasing she began to feel the ache in her midriff where the corset pinched. She had been doing things in it that a proper young lady would not even contemplate. And for good reason, as corsets were simply not designed for those things.
The stairs creaked as she reached the halfway point. She glanced back. The men were all looking at her from the dusty wreckage of the hall. She noticed them looking above her head, she followed their gaze. The ceiling here was also cracked with a gap running the length of the wall.
“Gentlemen, we should move outside,” said her father. “If two of you would care to assist the admiral?”
“Your girl?” said one of them, he clearly could not bring himself to say daughter.
“She’s finding her tutor.”
Sellie turned the bend in the stairs and they were lost to view. She reached the next floor.
The passage ran the length of the house in both directions. There were suites on the same side of the building as the demolished outer wall. Those would be dangerous and the ones closest might not even have a floor.
On the other side were more bedrooms, and at the far end three rooms set aside for Mrs Hemingway. Harry and Sellie had two rooms which they still shared. Their father had offered them separate rooms but they did not want them—much to Mrs Hemingway’s disapproval.
Their tutor had to make do with the hope she could get Harry into a ladies’ college at Cambridge. Sellie would have no chance of following her then.
But despite the woman’s animosity, she needed rescuing.
Sellie hurried down the passage, her footfalls muffled by the carpet. She paused outside her own bedroom. Did she have time to get out of the corset? As if in answer the house groaned. Khuwelsa shot the wall an angry look as if it was deliberately forcing her to remain trussed up.
She looked back along the passage. It did not look entirely vertical. The way the whole corridor twisted convinced her she needed to move. She lifted her skirts and trotted the remainder of the distance.
At the last moment before ploughing directly into the room she decided to knock. She banged hard to make sure she received a response.
“Who is it?”
Sellie felt the floor shift.
“It’s Khuwelsa, Mrs Hemingway,” she kept her voice calm and normal. “I’ve come to escort you to safety.”
“I am indisposed,” came the reply. “I’ll come down later.”
Khuwelsa stared at the door.
“Mrs Hemingway, you really need to come now.”
“Go away.”
“The house is collapsing and you will be buried alive.”
“Nonsense.”
The house groaned and something cracked like a tree being felled.
Khuwelsa grabbed the door handle and pushed. For a moment she thought Mrs Hemingway must have locked it. But it opened slightly. The moving house had warped the frame and it was stuck. Sellie jammed her feet into the carpet and put her shoulder to the door. She shoved hard and it flew open only to come up short as it slid at an angle into the carpet inside.
Nothing was straight any more.
Sellie squeezed through into Mrs Hemingway’s sitting room.
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Mrs Hemingway was one for frills and flower patterns. Lace covered every flat surface; an impressive aspidistra stood in the corner with its broad leaves folding out to catch the light while, by the window, there was another potted plant with patterned leaves.
Mrs Hemingway sat at a writing desk next to the door and her back to the window opposite. She was attempting to close it but the sliding cover seemed to have stuck. The reason was quite obvious from where Khuwelsa stood. The floor was warping and the otherwise sturdy desk was twisted slightly from the true.
“I told you I was busy,” said Mrs Hemingway. Her voice was shrill, unlike its usual commanding tone.
“We have to get out, the house is collapsing.”
Mrs Hemingway continued in her attempt to force the cover down across the desk. It was stuck tight. Sellie could see an unfinished letter, already covering several sheets, which her tutor had broken off from writing halfway down the page.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said again.
From the corridor beyond Khuwelsa came a low, thunderous roar. She glanced over her shoulder. Dust was billowing from under one of the opposite doors. Further along the corridor a door simply fell away and daylight poured through.
Khuwelsa shook her head. What idiot had built this house? Then she sighed. Who in their right mind would have expected it to be bombed? The fact was that the cellars undermined the entire building and the place was falling in like a house of cards.
“What have you done?” hissed Mrs Hemingway. Finally accepting that something was wrong, she gave up with the desk, grabbed sheets of the unfinished letter, and stood up.
Khuwelsa had had enough. “I’m so sorry, Mrs Hemingway. I had intended to assist you in your rescue but it is entirely clear that that is not what you want. So, if you don’t mind I’ll just leave you to it. You can find your own way out. As the house falls to pieces around you.”
Sellie squeezed back through the door. The corridor was twisting and the floor dropped as she watched. Holding on to the door frame she turned towards the window at the end. As she watched the frame distorted and several of the frames fell out. They shattered as they hit the carpet.
Something grabbed her hand on the door frame.
“Don’t leave me.”
A tiny part of Sellie was grateful her tutor had relented. It would have been difficult explaining to her father how she had come to leave the ungrateful woman to her fate. Khuwelsa squeezed back through the gap into the tutor’s suite.
The safest place was likely to be the corner of the house; it would be the last to go, if it fell at all. She took a step towards the bedroom with Mrs Hemingway still clinging to her hand.
The floor lurched under them.
The tutor lost her balance and fell, dragging Khuwelsa down with her.
The floor was no longer flat and a gap yawned between it and the main wall. Mrs Hemingway squealed as another joist snapped and the floor shifted again. Gravity was pulling them across the carpet.
Sellie cursed silently; if Mrs Hemingway had not been there, she would have spoken out loud. Trying to crawl in these layers of petticoats and a corset was almost impossible. But if they didn’t move, they would soon be dead.
They might not be able to crawl but there was another option.
“Mrs Hemingway, you must roll towards the bedroom door.”
“Roll? I will not!”
“Die, then,” said Khuwelsa. She was not in a good position to roll across to the bedroom—her tutor blocked her direct path—but she was considerably stronger, and rolling up the sloping floor should not be too much of a challenge. She could see the slope flattened out further towards the far wall.
Sellie twisted round on the floor and rolled uphill. It was considerably more difficult than rolling down a grassy slope. But by pushing with her arms she was able to make progress and it got easier.
Mrs Hemingway sobbed. The floor vibrated again. The wall that had once supported the floor was now bowing away from them. If she had been in the right place Sellie could have looked into the next room through the gap into which the writing desk was now leaning, as was the chair.
That must be quite heavy, thought Sellie as a potted fern toppled over and fell into the space between the wall and the floor. She stared at the writing desk. It teetered on the edge but its back still rested against the wall. Without help, it would not fall for some time.
She decided to give it the assistance it needed. She climbed to her feet and hitched up her skirts in a most unladylike way, tucking them into the decorative sash that served as a belt. Then she picked up a straight-backed chair—one of four around a small table suitable for card games—and descended the slope at increasing speed.
Mrs Hemingway was watching and screamed as Sellie took a suicidal route. As she reached the writing desk, Sellie jammed the chair ahead of her and the four legs struck the wall.
It was not Sellie’s intention to move the wall but rather to use the chair as a support. It had been a risk, since the wall was clearly no longer the major structural feature it was intended to be but simply another card waiting to fall.
And yet, it held. And Sellie’s downward motion was brought to an abrupt halt.
Having taken that risk, the next one was quite minor but far more alarming to her audience. She jumped up and down in an effort to dislodge the writing desk. Each jump vibrated the floor and the writing desk shifted slightly but it was taking too long.
There was a crumbling thunder further up the building and, about thirty feet away, Sellie could see the wall she was leaning against disintegrating. The ceiling above it was coming down as its support disappeared. The collapse was moving along the wall towards her.
Sellie threw herself to the floor. The chair, left to its own devices, tumbled through the gap into the dark below. Sellie put her feet against the carved ball-and-claw feet of the writing desk. The Mad Hatter’s riddle from Alice in Wonderland came into her mind: Why is a raven like a
writing desk? Sellie gave the legs an almighty shove. They slid across the carpet and the writing desk disappeared into the dark. With that weight gone, the floor sprang up several inches.
“Because they both have crow’s feet!” shouted Sellie at the falling desk. She heard it crash.
She scrambled to her feet as the wall fell apart. She grabbed Mrs Hemingway by the arm and pulled her half-crawling half-stumbling towards the closed bedroom door.
The ceiling showered them with plaster. Sellie turned the handle and smashed her shoulder against the door. It did not budge but pain shot through her collar bone and upper arm.
The frame was too warped. Looking at it Sellie could see gaps where no gaps should be.
“The window!” shouted Sellie above the continuing roar of collapsing masonry.
Once more she grabbed her tutor by the wrist and dragged her across the room. She unlocked the sash window and flung the lower half up. Sellie had been aware of a background rumble among the rest of the noise, but with the window open that sound redoubled.
The growl of diesel-driven propellers. Above them a Zeppelin hung like a thundercloud threatening its worst.
“Friends of yours?” asked Sellie to Mrs Hemingway as they stared up at the airship.
“Of course not,” said the tutor. “The only reason they will be here is for you and your sister.”
“Thank you,” said Sellie.
“What for?”
“For acknowledging we’re sisters.”
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In the moments after the initial blast Harry sat with her mouth open. She had been in the middle of a word when the world exploded around her. She saw the admiral blown out of his chair.
The sound of thunder roared around her. The windows fragmented and shards of masonry splintered against the far wall. The room filled with dust and smoke. The sun shone down through it and Harry alone saw a shadow move across it. A shadow that meant something big had crossed in front of the sun.
It had not been fast, which meant it was not a plane. It could have been a British vehicle, but they would have heard the roar of its rotors. It had to be an airship—and only one sort of airship carried the artillery and bombs to destroy a house.
Harry did not know what state her sister and father were in but she guessed that, since she had been sitting between them, if she was not severely harmed then they would probably be the same.
Taking no time to make her decision she jumped to her feet and dodged across the room to the door to the conservatory. A remnant of the door was attached to the frame by a twisted hinge. The floor shifted slightly as she stepped out into the sunshine.
The conservatory was gone. Flattened. Not a single pane of glass remained; almost the entirety of its metal frame lay broken and twisted. The low wall that marked its perimeter was, for the most part, intact. A crater perhaps fifteen feet deep lay just outside the door. She stepped out onto its rim and the ground collapsed. It seemed to run away from her, descending deeper into the earth, like wave-washed sand on the beach.
She jumped away, stumbling as her foot caught on protruding bricks and landing face down in the damp soil. The artillery shell must have opened up a way into the cellar. She staggered away across the uneven surface. Craning her head she shielded her eyes against the sun. The Zeppelin, if that’s what it was, had already disappeared over the roof of the house.
The house emitted a strange creaking sound. Its outer wall, where she had just exited, fell away, starting at the bottom. Harry gave her head a gentle shake just to be sure she was not imagining things. Then in a sudden rush a whole section gave way, showering her in dust and pieces of stone.
Fear for her sister and father gripped her but there was nothing she could do. A curtain of falling masonry barred her return. The wall looked none too safe and she was still within range if it decided to collapse. She must trust they would be safe.
She pulled up her inconvenient petticoats and staggered away around the crater, heading for what had once been the wide French windows leading to the lawns.
Once beyond the low wall she found herself walking through a carpet of shattered glass.
She stepped gingerly. Her shoes were sturdy, but she did not need any shards getting into them and slicing her feet.
She had decided to go round to the front but was so busy picking her way through the devastation she was not paying full attention when she rounded the corner into the shadow of the house. Glancing up, she froze.
The Edgbaston home was essentially just a rectangle with additional kitchens and staff accommodation added at one end. She was at the other and standing on the corner. Only fifty yards away, down the gently sloping lawns from the main building, close to a copse with a white wooden summer house, stood a troop of German soldiers armed with rifles held in the ready position.
Behind her a piece of wall collapsed with a roar. More than one face turned in her direction at the sound. She stayed completely still. There was some discussion among the men but no cry went up. She was in the shadow of the house with the sun behind her Not for one moment did Harry not think they had come for her and Khuwelsa. Sellie had received no post, so perhaps the newspapers did not mention her. But the Germans knew it was both of them.
Some of the letters had spoken in quite antagonistic terms about the Germans, which could only mean that those details had been included in the news reports. While she had never taken a great interest in politics she had become far more aware of it recently. And that was what the admiral and the rest of them had been here for, to discuss the newspaper reports.
And, she supposed with a wry smile as she watched the soldiers, the Germans wanted to discuss it as well. Though if they hadn’t been so keen on starting a war, none of this would have happened.
She couldn’t stay here; they were bound to see her eventually. The front of the house was out of the question now. The soldiers were probably waiting for either a signal to attack or for the people to come out.
Harry guessed they were not expecting to collect a bunch of British diplomats and top brass. Well, that meant she would have to rescue them. And that meant the Pegasus. The furnace should still be hot from this morning so if it was just one Zeppelin this should be easy, even without Sellie. Although she would much prefer it if her sister was with her.
The wall she was leaning against vibrated. Expecting another crash, Harry slipped back around the corner and out of sight. She was not disappointed. A whole section of the rear wall crumbled. She could see the exposed upper floor and watched as her father’s bed fell from the edge into the accumulating masonry. She allowed herself to wonder why the house was falling to pieces just because of one bomb. It was probably something to do with the cellars. Sellie would know.
The house went quiet, but now she heard orders being given in German. Harry’s command of German was good, as she had had lots of practice with Johannes so she understood perfectly: The soldiers were being told to check the rear of the house.
Pieces of shattered chimney pots landed beside her, one large piece embedding itself in the ground. It wasn’t safe either. She dare not peek to see how close they were. She had to move.
Right now.
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Harry cursed her skirts once more as she set off at the best run she could manage, diagonally away from the collapsing house. The fragments of glass twinkled in the sunlight. She could not worry about it, not this time.
Harry reached the low perimeter wall of the destroyed conservatory, paused for a moment and spotted a larger piece of glass. She picked it up and tossed it over the wall before throwing herself after it onto the bare earth.
She needed to crawl and that would be impossible in these clothes. She picked up the shard she had selected and rolled on to her back. She strongly doubted there would be anyone on this side of what remained of the house to see her pull up her skirt.
Her first action was to slice off a long section of a petticoat. She rapidly wrapped this around the glass to give herself something to grip more safely. She did not have time to cut all the layers short—which was a challenging idea—but she could slice up the side. She wished she had time to get rid of the corset.
She could hear nothing from the soldiers and it still took a couple of minutes to make a split in each layer up to her thigh. She hoped that would be sufficient. This method had the advantage that she would still look decent if she encountered anyone else.
Her instinct was to throw the glass into the corner but she decided to keep it with her, even though the petticoat wrapping was already stained red from where she had cut herself. It wasn’t serious. She wanted to put it in a pocket but she had none until realising it could make its own if she pushed it through her dress and into the corset binding. Not entirely safe, but it freed up her hands.
Feeling very daring she exposed her legs and rolled over; her bare knees pressed into the ground. She was close to the wall and it was high enough to hide her even on her knees. She crawled as fast as she dared, every now and then touching the glass shard to make sure it remained firmly embedded. She did not relish the thought of running it through her knee if it fell out at the wrong moment.
There was another tremendous crash from behind her as another part of the house gave way. She knew the soldiers would be distracted by it, so she took a chance and poked her head up.
With the sinking feeling one gets when one discovers one has done something completely wrong unintentionally, she found herself staring directly at a soldier no more than ten feet away. Since all the lawns sloped down from the house, he was lower than she was and so his head was at a similar height to hers.
He must have caught her movement and turned. She ducked and in a single half-roll came up tight against the wall. She pulled the shard from her corset and covered her legs, then realised that might be a mistake. She shifted her left leg until she could feel the sun’s heat beating down on her skin.
If she was lucky he would ignore the idea he had seen something. Or he would come closer and not see her. Or perhaps get called away.
Luck chose not to favour her. Instead the barrel of his rifle came over the top of wall slowly. Harry moved her left knee out a little more to make sure her leg was fully exposed to the thigh. Even she quavered at something so outrageous; she could not imagine what Mrs Hemingway would think.
It occurred to her that Mrs Hemingway was in her rooms, in the collapsing house. It seemed unlikely she would have the slightest clue what to do.
A hand holding the rifle appeared. It was the hand of a younger person, she thought. All the better. She contrived to look unconscious but kept her eyes open a tiny slit. Her glass dagger lay hidden in her hand under a fold of her dress.
His head came into view, and his eyes were directed at her leg. She felt a blush blooming in her cheeks. For some reason being a redhead meant she blushed far worse than most people.
The time had come to act. She reached up with her free hand and grabbed him by his collar. She pulled hard. He overbalanced and fell across the wall. She hoped he would not pull the trigger by accident. She lifted her other hand and pressed the glass against his neck, he flinched. She spoke in German.
“I don’t want to hurt you but we have very little time. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
Another part of her home collapsed with the accompanying cacophony.
“Listen. You are going to drop your rifle and pistol. You will escort me to the far wall as if I am your prisoner. Then I will let you go. Just say yes and then do it; otherwise I will hurt you.”
He did not bother with the yes. The rifle dropped beside her and then the handgun.
She stood carefully, keeping the glass blade at his neck. She grabbed his arm to keep him close and made sure he was aware she could cut into his neck in a trice.
They walked towards the far wall, away from the house and the other soldiers.
“Beckhardt!” shouted someone.
“Is that your name?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll just carry on walking, they won’t shoot because they might hit you so we’re both safe.”
A bullet ricocheted from the wall as the sound of the shot reached them. Beckhardt jumped. Another error, perhaps they didn’t like him.
“Please understand I have no ill will towards you,” she said. “But your seniors will not be pleased with you if they think you simply gave in. Isn’t that right?”
“It is.”
They reached the wall as another shot, closer, slammed into it.
“I am sorry,” said Harry. “But this is for your own good.” She stepped away from him and slashed down his arm. The material of his shirt parted as did the skin beneath it. He cried out in pain and blood welled from the wound.
“Good luck,” she said and once more jumped the wall.



ix
Heedless of the glass, she charged down the slope. Gravity pulled her along so fast her legs could almost not keep up. The roof of the barn where they kept the Pegasus rose beyond the trees.
Harry could see a thin line of smoke wafting upwards; her plane was still hot. Something whined past her ear as a gunshot echoed across the grass.
There were trees to the right and only a little out of her way, so she cut across into them.
She did not look behind as it would only slow her down. Luckily, this was her domain. She knew exactly where she was going.
The trees thickened but she kept running. The level of freedom the split in the dress provided was impressive; it would be perfect if only she weren’t so constricted by the corset. The little air-dock they had for the Pegasus had originally been a barn with a walled area for keeping animals safe from lions and other predators. She and Khuwelsa had inherited it even before her father had given her the Pegasus to silence her pleas for an air-plane.
She headed for the main gate first. She knew the Germans were not stupid. They would have mounted a guard on her baby. So she headed straight for it. It took less than a minute for her to negotiate the woods and come out on the track leading to the main gate.
“Halt!”
She almost smiled and dodged to the side back into the trees, heading away from the gate and the guard. He had now successfully scared her off and that was what he would tell his friends when they arrived.
But the main gate was not the only way in. She made her way through the undergrowth following paths that she and Sellie had made over the years, though mostly overgrown now. And then she found the tree that had grown up overhanging the wall.
With her newly freed legs she was up it in no time. It had been years since she had climbed it but her arms and legs remembered it. She balanced along the branch—though it was thinner than she recalled—and came to the drop-off. She knelt down on the branch, grabbed it with both hands, and swung down.
It was a further drop of three feet but that was nothing. She had done the same trick when she was half her current height. She brushed off her hands. The last part might be tricky.
An outbuilding stood between her and the yard in which her air-plane stood. She took a deep breath and stepped round the corner of the brick wall. The Pegasus was exactly where they had left it. Smoke rose in a thin column from the stack above the furnace.
A roar of diesel engines grew filling the air, and with no clear source. Harry did not glance up; if anything the sound would mask any accidental noise she might make. She strode across the yard towards the open hatch of the plane. She glanced to her left. The guard was at his post, looking away from her.
“Look behind you!”
A small group of soldiers, the ones that had been chasing her, emerged through the trees.
And she was in plain view to them. They were pointing at her past the guard.
She hitched up her skirt and sprinted as the guard turned. “Halt!”
She did not halt, nor did she look. He would no doubt be raising his gun in her direction.
He was unlikely to try to kill her on the first shot. He would want to scare her.
The gunshot echoed round the yard and the bullet careened off the flagstone at her feet.
Her blood ran cold. He was successful. She was scared. But the Pegasus was only a couple of steps away. Harry flung herself into the air, twisted and landed heavily inside the cabin on her side.
She whirled to grab the rope that held the steps. She yanked on it and pulled them up. A bullet ricocheted off the fuselage near her head. She reached out and grabbed the hatch. It resisted her before swinging closed. The guard was aiming directly at her. Would he really shoot a girl?
She did not know whether he hesitated or simply took too long but the door slammed shut before the next bullet struck the fuselage. She was uncertain what to do next, she might have some steam but that would be exhausted quickly so stoking the furnace should come first. But there were soldiers directly outside and they could cause trouble.
A shadow passed across the sun. She glanced up through the glass. The Zeppelin was gliding past at about five hundred feet. They were unlikely to open fire with their soldiers so close, in which case it would be better if the men on the ground stayed nearby.
Furnace first.
Harry hurried into the back. She snatched up the shovel and used it to unhook the latch on the furnace door and pull it open. Heat streamed out like the beam of a searchlight.
As fast as she could, Harry shovelled. It was exhausting work,
A couple of bullets hit the fuselage but the Pegasus was tough. Then came the banging.
Harry hoped they would not try to damage the Faraday.
There was no time to do everything. Harry slammed the furnace door shut and the latch engaged automatically. She flicked the switch that activated the forced airflow pump. Sellie had rigged an air-blowing device after she had read about them being used in the furnaces on the big ships to achieve higher temperatures. Hers was not as powerful and drained the battery but Harry needed all the steam she could get as fast as possible.
The banging had stopped, and that worried Harry. She hurried to the pilot’s seat. She gave a long whistle without even thinking about it and flipped the Faraday switch.
There was a cry from up top as they went light. The whole squad of soldiers were in the yard, maybe ten of them including the one who had climbed up onto the plane.
They were looking at her through the glass; some were grinning. Harry took a gentle hold of the wing controls and glanced at the steam pressure gauge. Not enough for flight yet but it was moving in the right direction.
This was not a time for messing around, Harry decided. She rested her thumb on the button that Sellie had installed for the Maxim and pressed it. The Pegasus vibrated with the thudding of the machine gun.
That wiped the grins off their faces, she thought. Every one of them had hit the deck as the machine gun’s bullets flashed over their heads. With the Pegasus on the ground the gun’s angle meant there was no chance she would hit them.
It did not take them long to realise and within a few moments there were a dozen rifles pointing straight at her through the glass.
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Harry glanced once more at the steam pressure. It was nearly enough. She felt the urge to just fight. Those times when the Pegasus became an extension of herself were when she felt powerful.
But if she did that now, she might not have the steam to rescue Mrs Hemingway.
She needed to delay them until the pressure was up. Two minutes would be sufficient.
She raised her hands so that they did not shoot. She wasn’t sure the glass could take multiple rifle shots. One in the wrong place would shatter a pane; then the jig would be up.
One of the soldiers stepped forward; he was a sergeant according to his stripes. He continued to point his gun at her and then gestured with it towards the hatch.
She acted dumb.
He stopped pointing the gun and used his hands. He pointed at her and then at the hatch. He gestured for her to leave the ship.
Harry scrunched up her eyes as if she was crying, buried her face in her hands swayed as if she was sobbing.
Everything she knew about men told her this would provide an excellent delay. With her face hidden she could no longer see them so their gestures were useless. But they would assume a crying female just needed to be waited out, and that she would stop eventually.
She counted each breath. When she reached fifty-three, the banging on the hatch started again followed by something metal hitting the glass in front of her. She pretended she was crying even more heavily, though she wanted to shout angrily at the person damaging her baby.
Ninety-seven. She lifted her face from her hands but kept the saddest expression she could muster on her face. The sergeant was directly in front of the ship, holding his rifle as if he were about to strike the glass with the butt.
Ninety-eight. Harry let her hands fall to the controls; she shifted forward a little in the seat as if she were intending to get up. The sergeant took a deep breath and suppressed the anger that leaked out in the form of his frown and clenched teeth. He took a step back.
Ninety-nine. Harry placed her fingers around the control sticks. She looked the sergeant in the eye and grinned. His face changed to one of alarm, and he shouted something to his men.
One hundred.
Harry engaged the propeller, pushing it to its highest gearing. It screamed into life. Harry lifted her wings, and gave a powerful stroke. The Pegasus shifted a little, but Harry’s intention had been to scare the soldiers.
Those to the sides were knocked to the floor by the strength of the air blast while the ones in front ran for cover. The sergeant did not move but reversed his gun and took aim.
Harry could tell by the pitch of the propeller that she was ready to fly. She beat down hard with the wings once. The Pegasus leapt up; the sergeant became inconsequential.
She was above the tree-tops in moments. A cloud of what she thought at first was smoke but then realised was dust rose from where her home had once stood. Only the two ends remained standing and even those were crumbling.
The Zeppelin was close to Mrs Hemingway’s rooms although they were still moving round the house. As she watched, the sash window of Mrs Hemingway’s lounge opened and she saw Sellie lean out and look up. Harry was so relieved she almost cried out with joy.
She reduced the power to the propeller and used the wings to hop the short distance in mere seconds. Sellie waved as she approached, pointed down and then disappeared back inside.
Harry knew what Sellie was thinking but this was going to be tight; the Germans would be on them as soon as she touched down. However, it was the only way.

Mary Odette Francesca Hemingway clung to the lighting sconce in terror. The house she had lived in for the past twelve years had crumbled away, leaving her and the damned black girl high and dry.
She could see the collapsed ruin of the house along its entire length. Only the corners at the other end and, she supposed, the extension still remained standing. Except for their corner.
Where the door and the passageway had been she could see across the lawns. Her employer, Mr Edgbaston, and his guests with various of the servants were surrounded by soldiers. Her room still had a roof but tiles rained down continually.
The whole world had gone mad.
“Come on, Mrs Hemingway. Our ride is here.”
She turned to look; the black had gone insane and was grinning. Mrs Hemingway hated the way the girl’s white teeth were in such sharp contrast to her black skin. It gave her an almost unreal appearance.
The girl walked across to her, casually grabbing the window frame and another light fitting so she did not overbalance.
“Don’t be so ignorant. Someone must bring a ladder, and no one can bring a ladder with these soldiers.”
The black girl’s smile faded and she regarded her. “I know that if you had a means of escape you would leave me without a second thought,” said the girl. “But I do not have that luxury.”
“Of course not, I am your superior.”
The black girl caught her by her wrist. “That being the case,” she said, “allow me to assist you to the window.”
“Is there a ladder?”
“Oh yes, there’s a ladder.”
Mrs Hemingway allowed herself to be led to the window. She leaned on the girl who was quite inordinately strong. No proper woman would be like that.
They reached the window. “After you,” said the girl.
Mrs Hemingway looked out to see there was no ladder. The traitorous girl had lied! She turned to give her a good dressing down. Before she had a chance, the girl pressed her hand against Mrs Hemingway’s stomach and shoved her out of the window.
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Harry watched Mrs Hemingway fall backwards from the window and float slowly down—tumbling over and over like Alice down the rabbit hole—under the influence of the Pegasus’s Faraday field. Sellie did a hand-stand on the windowsill and pushed off with her legs from the window frame. She rocketed down, shooting past the gently rotating Mrs Hemingway.
Sellie twisted in midair, but misjudged her trajectory. Her dress billowed up and she landed on her behind with her skirts draped across the cockpit window, blocking out the sunlight.
“Elegant landing, Sellie,” said Harry as she jumped to the hatch and unlocked it. She heard Mrs Hemingway’s whimpering cry as she came in to a landing on the top of the fuselage.
Harry grabbed Mrs Hemingway’s legs when they appeared over the edge and managed to pull her inside as she fell off the roof. It wasn’t elegant.
Harry saw soldiers approaching round the remains of the house and jumped back into the pilot’s chair. She heard Khuwelsa land on the deck, followed quickly by the slamming and locking of the hatch.
“We need steam, Sellie.”
“Aye, aye, skipper.”
Harry felt the strain go out of her. She almost laughed out loud as she used her wings to walk the Pegasus backwards away from the wall. A couple of bullets hit the fuselage. She powered up the propeller and turned the Pegasus’s back to the oncoming soldiers. In the rear-facing mirror she watched the glass shards lift in the airflow, stream away in a cloud and pepper the soldiers.
They retreated in disorder.
With two powerful wing beats they were airborne. The devastation of her home flashed past at increasing speed. She would mourn later. Right now she had a score to settle.
By the time the Pegasus had reached the far end of the building she had accelerated to the speed that no longer required the wings for lift. Harry glanced in the mirror.
The Zeppelin was putting down an anchor. It was not coming after her, nor were its guns firing. She growled and glanced at the steam pressure. It was climbing; Sellie was on her post.
Harry gave one long and two short whistles, and paused for a moment before snapping the wings into braking position and bringing the nose up. The Pegasus stalled and flipped over on one wing. There was a scream from behind her.
Mrs Hemingway. Drat the woman, she did not know their whistle codes. Well, it was too late to worry now.
The propeller was still at full power and, as they dived, they picked up speed, but now facing in the other direction and heading back towards the Zeppelin.
Mrs Hemingway whimpered as the ground came at them very fast. Harry pulled back gently and skimmed the grass.
She throttled back and pulled the nose up a second time. She back-winged hard, bringing them up to a position above the Zeppelin ready to rain molten tar on its envelope and send it crashing to the ground.
The Pegasus might not be able to hover but with the propeller cranked to full thrust, the wings beating, and the nose up, she could get the velocity down to a few miles per hour. She worked the wings hard, driving them with her anger.
“Stop!” shrieked Mrs Hemingway. “You can’t.”
Harry was not listening. Two short whistles. When Harry did it, it was a question: Weapon
ready?
Four short from Sellie. Prepare for landing.
“What?” shouted Harry. “Get the tar ready, Sellie! We’ll take it down.”
“No, Harry.”
Harry was getting out of position. “Sellie! Now!”
“No, Harry,” said Sellie beside her. “They’ve got Dad.”
Harry let the nose drop and curved away to the right. The Pegasus accelerated under the propeller’s thrust but Harry reduced the power and they glided smoothly round in a tight arc.
“We had them Sellie, we could have taken them. It’s only one!”
“Stop it, Harry,” said Sellie.
As the ship came around they could see the German soldiers with their guns raised, surrounding the military guests and Jonathan Edgbaston in the middle of them.
“You must land and give yourself up,” said Mrs Hemingway. “Your behaviour has provoked an international incident. To do anything else could incite war and, Lord knows, we do not want that. Do we?”
Harry felt numb. Her anger was like the core of a banked furnace. Raging with heat but unable to flame. Without even thinking about it she brought the Pegasus down to a gentle landing on the lawn a hundred yards from the group.
“Good,” said Mrs Hemingway. “I’m glad to see you have at least some sense. Even if it requires putting your father at risk to show it.”
“Shut up.”
“I beg your pardon, young lady?”
“As you have so often pointed out, Mrs Hemingway, I am very far from being a lady, and I am telling you to shut up.”
“Really!” But if she intended to say anything further the words did not come.
Harry watched the unfolding scene. A young officer—she did not recognise his insignia—flanked by two guards and using a walking stick limped across the grass towards them. Her father was separated from the herd and brought forward as well but kept a little further back.
The officer stopped about ten yards from the Pegasus out of the line of fire of her machine gun. He made a slicing move across his neck. He wanted her to cut the power to the propeller.
Harry did not move.
“What are you doing, Harry?” asked her sister quietly.
The officer waited a short time before making the signal again, more vehemently.
Harry still did nothing.
“Miss Edgbaston, I strongly suggest you follow his instructions.”
“And I strongly suggest you shut up, as previously mentioned. This is my ship, I am in charge.” Harry did not turn around but kept her eyes fixed on the German officer.
The man took a few steps back and pointed at her father, who was dragged forward and pushed to his knees.
“Bastards,” said Sellie in Harry’s ear.
“Quite,” said Harry. “I’ve had as much of this as I’m going to stand for.”
She pushed the propeller to full power.
“We’re leaving.”
Either the shock of Harry’s action was too much for both Khuwelsa and Mrs Hemingway, rendering them speechless, or their voices were drowned out by the sudden roar.
Harry stroked the wings and the Pegasus lifted. The soldiers ducked as she rocketed over them. They had barely enough space to gain sufficient altitude. Harry steered for the collapsed house and flew between the parts that remained standing then shot away across the grass.
“What have you done, Harry?” Sellie’s voice cracked with tears.
“Well, you’ve certainly shown your true colours, Harriet Edgbaston, just like your mother.”
Harry’s anger rose up hotter than before. She gritted her teeth. She wished that she could force the Pegasus to fly faster but she had reached maximum speed. She did not bother gaining more height but assuaged her anger by flying low. Dangerously low, barely clearing the tops of the trees.
“Harry, we have to go back,” said Sellie.
“No. Isn’t it obvious?” said Harry. “You’re the clever one. Can’t you see?”
“See what?”
“They only had power over us when we could see him!” she said. “They didn’t want Dad, they wanted us. They wanted the Pegasus. They want to humiliate us, take away our power. They want to make sure we know that the German military is better than we are. But they can only do that if we’re there.”
Sellie was quiet for a minute. “That’s genius.”
“It’s bloody obvious.”
“Miss Edgbaston, mind your language.”
“Shut up, really, or I will gag you.”
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In the wardroom of the Graf von Moltke, its captain, Odhert Reichler, relaxed back into his chair.
Across the table from him, Hauptman Liman Gerhardt fidgeted, repeatedly tapping the end of his cane on the deck. It was quite irritating.
Reichler placed his cigar between his lips and drew on it. He held the perfumed smoke in his mouth for a moment before blowing it out. There had been a time when naked flames were not permitted on airships. Those were the days before the Empire’s trade agreement with the United States for their helium gas.
While the Americans were keen to keep a distance between themselves and the affairs of Europe he was not sure how they would react to a country declaring war. Hauptman Gerhardt did not seem to appreciate the seriousness of the situation but then he was a commoner. Though what he lacked in vision he more than made up for in drive.
“So, Hauptman, what are you going to do?”
“We must chase them.”
Reichler did not laugh. “That is impossible. Even if we had been ready we cannot keep pace with such a vessel and we have undertaken this mission without a fighter escort. Against my advice, I might add.”
“What would you suggest?”
This time he did laugh. “Oh no, Hauptman Gerhardt,” he said. “This is not my circus, even if we have been made into monkeys by a pair of young girls.
“No, I will not make your decisions for you. I will not provide you with an opportunity to lay any blame at my door.”
He puffed the cigar and then pointed the bright embers in the Gerhardt’s direction.
“You are the ringmaster, it is you who will be thrown to the lions.”
Gerhardt frowned. “What do you mean?”
Captain Reichler stood up, he was stiff. Perhaps he had been under the influence of the reduzierter Schwerkraft, what the English referred to as the Faraday effect, too long. “You and any of your men remaining on board will leave my ship immediately.”
Gerhardt jumped to his feet. “What? You can’t do that, you have orders!”
In a casual move Reichler pulled a pistol from his pocket: another device that would not have been permitted in the old days. He pointed it at Gerhardt.
“You, and your men, will get off my ship. I will not be part of any action that starts a war with Britain.”
“It’s too late for that,” said Gerhardt, staring down the gun barrel. “We did not know the British were going to be here in such numbers.”
“You have made the bed,” said Reichler. “But I am not going to lie in it. It has your name carved into the headboard.” He gestured with the gun. “Now, do I need to make myself any clearer on this matter?”
“But you cannot leave us here. We are in the heart of the British Protectorate.”
“You should have thought of that before you followed such an ill-conceived plan,” said Reichler. “And who was the officer in charge who signed those orders? I was unable to make out the signature. Was he drunk?”
Gerhardt did not take the bait. “You are condemning me, and my men, to death.”
“Oh, I don’t think the British will be upset enough to execute you,” said Reichler with a smile. “This is, after all, a gentleman’s game and it wouldn’t be, what is it they say? Cricket. I have no doubt you will have your weapons confiscated, your knuckle’s rapped, and an entirely justified fuss will be made of your stupidity. Then you will be returned to Germany in disgrace never to be heard from again.”
“I don’t mean the British,” hissed Gerhardt. “I mean those girls.”
“Ah yes, his daughters. They are a different kettle of fish,” said Reichler. “After what you have done to their home and the way you treated their father, you must hope they don’t catch up with you.”
He lifted his gun once more. “By now my men will have rounded up the rest of your squad. It is time for you to leave.”
On the ground, Reichler did not interfere with Gerhardt’s men guarding the British, but he went to speak with Edgbaston.
He offered his hand but was not surprised when the man chose not to shake it.
Reichler looked up the lawn at the ruined house. A slight haze of dust hung in the air above it; there was a steady stream of smoke from a chimney of the servants’ block that still stood on the far side.
“I am sorry about your house,” he said to Edgbaston in English. “I assure you that we had no intention causing such damage.”
“I’m sure if it had been of German construction it would have remained standing,” said Edgbaston.
“I think you are making fun of me,” said Reichler as he turned to face Edgbaston fully. “I find myself in an awkward position.”
“You expect my sympathy?”
“I am explaining so that you better understand yours.”
Edgbaston said nothing.
“I was not happy with the orders,” Reichler continued. “However, your daughters have destroyed a considerable amount of German equipment and killed some of our men.”
“You attempted to start a war.”
“That was not my decision.”
“You cannot escape responsibility by claiming you were following orders.”
“Nor am I, Mr Edgbaston,” he said. “That is why I am abandoning Hauptman Gerhardt and his men. My orders were to assist him in carrying out his disciplinary action on your daughters.”
“The German military wishes to discipline my daughters.”
“Mr Edgbaston, they are running amok.”
The Englishman paused and looked down before he replied. “I have always encouraged my daughters to behave in the most decent and honest fashion, and to strive for the greater good. And, while you may disagree with their judgement, that is precisely what they have done.”
“Be that as it may, Mr Edgbaston, I have assisted Hauptman Gerhardt to the best of my ability but now I find that there is nothing further I can do. Therefore I am leaving.”
Edgbaston looked him in the eye. “But you’re leaving that man here?”
“Yes.”
“He will kill us.”
“No, I do not think so,” said Reichler. “He is already afraid of your girls. I do not think he is going to antagonise them further.”
“Afraid of them?”
Reichler nodded. “Yes, I believe that is the case. Apparently he has encountered them before.”
“What is he going to do?”
Reichler put his cap on and adjusted it. “That I cannot say, Mr Edgbaston. Nor do I wish to know. But you may rest assured I will be making a full report on my return and it will not be in Hauptman Gerhardt’s favour.”
“Well, I find that very reassuring, I’m sure,” said Edgbaston.
“Good.”
Reichler saluted, turned on his heel, and headed back to his ship.
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The Pegasus tore through the air as if all the demons of hell were in pursuit. Harry had the wings pulled in as tight as she could while still maintaining sufficient lift to keep them airborne. Her anger still boiled inside.
The northern slopes, ridges, and peaks of the Usambara Mountains grew visibly as they ripped across the sky.
“Graf von Moltke,” she muttered.
“What?” said her sister. Sellie stood beside but a little behind her, leaning on the bar that now separated the main cabin area from the pilot’s chair.
“That Zeppelin,” said Harry. “It was the Graf von Moltke.”
“Oh.” She glanced at the compass just to confirm what she thought: they were heading south by south-east. “Thinking of visiting Johannes?”
“Yes.”
“I believe we’ve covered this point before,” said Sellie. “And not that long ago. The Germans don’t like us.”
“I don’t care.”
“What was your plan? It better not include me stripping off again.”
“There’s no time to waste, we’ll go straight in.”
“Harry,” said Sellie. “On a scale of one to ten, where ten is a good idea and one is a bad idea, that rates minus several thousand.”
A bank of clouds hung over the peaks further into the mountains. Harry adjusted the wings and the Pegasus climbed.
“What would you suggest?”
Mrs Hemingway’s voice cut across them. “If you give yourselves up to the Germans they will free your father.”
“Why is she still on board?” Harry said.
“Who am I? The cat’s mother? You will kindly mind your manners, Miss Edgbaston.”
“And you will leave my sister alone,” shouted Sellie with a level of anger that shocked even Harry.
“How do dare you? You little upstart. You cuckoo in the nest!”
“How dare I?” said Sellie. “This is your fault.”
“My fault? How could this possibly be my fault?” Mrs Hemingway’s tone was acidic but Harry recognised a slight waver in it.
Harry reduced power to the propeller and spread the wings into their full gliding arch.
After locking them off, she turned in her chair. Sellie and Mrs Hemingway were facing off across the cabin. Sellie was much shorter, but in a physical contest there was no question which of them would come out on top.
“What’s this about, Sellie?” Harry asked in a normal tone, in an attempt to defuse a situation that she did not understand.
“She’s got a letter on her, why don’t you ask her who it’s addressed to?”
Harry frowned and looked at Mrs Hemingway. “Have you got a letter?”
“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”
“That’s a yes,” said Harry. “If you had no letter you would just have said no.”
Mrs Hemingway stared back with her lips pursed.
“I’ll get it for you,” said Sellie.
Harry put her hand on her sister’s arm. “Who’s the letter addressed to?” she said.
“It’s private.”
“I’m not asking what’s in the letter. I just want to know who it’s addressed to.”
“It is my business and I choose not to tell you.”
“It’s to the Manchester Guardian newspaper. I saw it when she tried to hide it,” said Sellie. “A man by the name of Ernest Tyndale.”
Harry held out her hand for Mrs Hemingway to relinquish the letter. She showed no sign of intending to do so. Sellie adjusted her stance.
“You know, Mrs Hemingway,” said Harry. “My sister would find great satisfaction in coming over there and relieving you of this letter. And I somehow doubt you would have the strength to resist her. Do you?”
Mrs Hemingway glowered at them both but reached inside her bodice and retrieved several sheets of writing paper. She moved forward with the uncertainness of someone unaccustomed to the Faraday effect. Angrily she slammed the sheets into Harry’s hand.
Sellie was correct about the addressee. Harry skimmed the first paragraph, which was mainly platitudes but contained an exhortation not to reveal the source of the information. At the mention of the agreed remuneration Harry’s blood began pumping hot again.
The following paragraphs contained a distorted and inventive account of their expedition to Lake Victoria. Except Sellie was nowhere in the narrative. Harry could not quite decide what made her most angry, the woman’s betrayal of her father’s trust, or the shameless omission of Khuwelsa from the story.
Turning away, Harry sat back the chair. She folded the sheets and tucked them into her dress. She took in the state of the ship’s gauges at a glance; she could feel they were still climbing. They were at the same altitude as the cloud bank now. In the midday sunshine the mountains beneath the clouds were hidden in shadow.
“Why?” Harry said. She did not turn but her voice was clear and loud.
“I am not required to justify my actions to you,” said Mrs Hemingway. “You are my charges, not my employer.”
Harry spun around. If the barrier had not been there she was not sure she would not have reached across to the woman and slapped her across the face. “Why would you do this to my father?”
“Someone had to rein in your excesses,” said Mrs Hemingway. “You and she are out of control, you have no discipline. I don’t blame your father, of course; you have not had a proper woman’s hand to show you how to behave.”
Harry turned back to the view from the window. True, they had only had Mrs Hemingway as a female exemplar for the past few years. It had only convinced her that she had no desire to become a proper Englishwoman. Had she inherited her lack of discipline from her mother? Was it in her blood?
A dark dot against the hard blue of the sky caught Harry’s eye. It left a dark trail in the sky. She glanced at the steam pressure. It was high.
“We’ve got company, Sellie.”
Harry climbed back into her chair and watched the dot. They were not on a course that would directly intercept the Pegasus but that would change as soon as they saw her.
The question was whether this was a British or German plane; at this distance it was impossible to tell. The Usambara Mountains marked the uncertain border between the two protectorates with the British to the north and the Germans the south.
One of the reasons the kaiser had wanted to acquire Zanzibar, apart from the supplies and trade, was that it stood off from the shore of their part of Africa. It was inconvenient having a British stronghold controlling the routes across the Indian Ocean. That Harry and Sellie had put a stop to his plans was one of the reasons they were so disliked.
Plus the fact that Mrs Hemingway had been plastering their adventures all over the British newspapers. How in the world had the woman come to the conclusion that making their actions public would stop them? Harry could ask her, but the answer would be ridiculous, something about being so embarrassed she would stop flying her plane. Or perhaps this visit from the admiral was the outcome she had desired.
Harry squinted at the dot, which was now more of a smudge against the blue. It appeared to have stopped moving, which could only mean it was heading towards or away from them.
And it wasn’t getting any smaller.
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Harry whistled once long, once short. She heard Sellie telling Mrs Hemingway she would be better off sitting down.
“Why?”
“Because Harry’s probably going to do something crazy and if you’re not sitting in a chair you get hurt.”
“What sort of thing?”
“Honestly,” said Sellie. “I have no idea. She hardly ever does the same thing twice.”
“Isn’t that dangerous?”
There was a long pause. Harry could imagine her sister looking at Mrs Hemingway with a bemused expression wondering quite how to respond. But finally she said, in a balanced and even tone. “Oh yes. It’s almost always dangerous.”
Harry unlocked the wings and the ship rocked slightly as she took control. They were still a couple of miles from the cloud bank. If they had been over the plains she would have had no hesitation in plunging in. But here the clouds cloaked the tops of mountains, and rock was not known for its forgiving nature.
There was still the question of the plane’s origin. The German military was not the only force that employed fixed-wing fighters and other craft of that nature; the Royal Navy had them too. The big British ships that lifted using adjustable rotors—they had never adopted the lift-bags of the Zeppelins—were impressive but they did not have the speed of the small ships.
The other vessel was getting close and their relative speeds meant they would pass one another in the next minute. The other pilot probably wanted to know who she was as well.
Perhaps if she just kept flying straight he would look and then move on.
He flashed past and Harry saw the German cross emblazoned across the fuselage and wings. That settled that. She sighed. She had no desire to fight this fellow; she just wanted to talk to Johannes and find out what was really going on.
Then she was struck by a crazy idea. There were no whistles that could communicate it.
“Sellie!” she shouted.
Her sister was by her side in a moment, scanning the gauges to see what the problem was.
“We need to run out a white flag. And a sign saying ‘Escort us to Dodoma.’”
“This is going to involve my clothes, isn’t it.”
“Did you bring any large pieces of white card?”
“I seem to have forgotten the white card this trip,” Sellie said. “Why can’t we use your petticoat?”
Harry raised her eyebrows as if surprised by the question. “I’m flying the plane.”
“Oh yes, silly of me for forgetting.”
Harry smiled. “You could ask Mrs Hemingway.”
“Never mind.”
“And be quick.”
“Of course.” Sellie ducked back into the main part of the cabin.
The other ship was nowhere in sight. Harry reduced power to the propeller to come down to a slow cruising speed and once more locked off the wings. She hoped she looked as if she was flying in a casual manner. Not threatening.
She took her hands off the controls and sat back. She forced herself to relax but jumped when the German plane flashed over them from stern to prow. She watched as he turned to port and flew round them in a great arc. If she was him she would be reducing power in order to come alongside.
She hoped he would do that instead of shooting her out of the sky. Right now they were a sitting duck.

Senior Pilot Hans Schmidt expected the British ship to react but it did not. It maintained its course directly into the territory of the German Protectorate. He recognised the vessel. It was notorious but he knew it from the very beginning.
Those girls had killed one of their top pilots—though he was a thoroughly unpleasant fellow and his loss had not been mourned—in a one-on-one battle, and they were not even armed. He corrected himself. The ship had not been armed then, but he could see the end of a large-calibre machine gun protruding from the front of the fuselage.
They had brought down the four Zeppelins of the Zanzibar task force using Greek fire.
That was what the men were calling it, though it had been analysed and was just hot tar and metal fragments. Steps were being taken to protect the Zeppelins from any future attacks of that nature.
From the information they had gleaned, the Schwarze was the clever one, but the redhead was an astonishing pilot. If they had a dozen like her they would be invincible.
Schmidt himself had been reprimanded for not attacking them when he had the opportunity. It had gone on his record and it probably meant he would never be promoted. He did not mind; he knew he had done the right thing.
The border patrols were something new. They did not have sufficient planes to patrol properly, which was why he was on his own. There were rumours the girls had been involved in something that had happened at Lake Victoria, but no one talked about that. At least not openly.
Still, orders had come down from on high to patrol the border.
It was not known what had occurred but the rumours said there had been another Zeppelin downed. They described the ornithopter like a living creature tearing a camp to pieces, and even calling down lightning to destroy a ship the size of a town—though what ship that might have been, no one said. The girls were a legend—or a nightmare.
And here they were once more, in his power again. If he shot them down now, no doubt his promotion prospects would be restored. But he had daughters back home in Düsseldorf. He knew how he would feel if anything happened to Hannah or Greta. He wondered what these girls’ names were. Perhaps he might get the opportunity to meet them.
No, he would not shoot them down in cold blood, and it was clear they did not intend to fight.
He throttled back and came alongside. He glanced along his long, wide wing at the cockpit windows; there was something obscuring his view inside. A white sheet with markings on it. He laughed out loud as he deciphered the badly written, but correctly spelt, German.
He opened up the power, pulled ahead then slid directly in front of them. He pushed his control stick left then right and the wings waggled. A glance at the compass showed their heading was correct so he accelerated again. A glance in his mirror showed the ornithopter keeping up. Knowing how fast the little plane could go would be a valuable piece of information, he thought, so he gradually increased his velocity.
The ornithopter did not fall behind although, if he was not mistaken, the shape of the wings had been changed: they were now more swept back. He shook his head. Who in their right
mind would build a plane that moved like a bird? But then again, birds were the masters of the air, so why would you not?
He reached his plane’s maximum speed and the ornithopter was still behind him.
He smiled. It was a thing to be admired.
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Harry smiled. She knew the pilot of the German plane was testing her, and the Pegasus had come through with flying colours. However, they had reached maximum speed for level flight.
At this height, despite their speed, the Usambaras seemed to crawl away beneath them—but it was an illusion. They crossed into the German Protectorate proper within twenty minutes.
There was now no question whose territory they were in.
They had no food on board since they had not prepared for this flight, but she had eaten well enough at the luncheon. It was another two hours to Dodoma.
“How do you see this working?” asked Sellie.
“What do you mean?”
“They’ll want to arrest us and do whatever it was that Zeppelin wanted to do.”
“Johannes will help.”
“What if he’s not there?”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
Sellie climbed under the bar and stood next to her. Harry could see the concern in her face. “It’ll be all right, Sellie.”
“I’m worried about Dad.”
“Me too.”
The speed they were flying at meant that Harry couldn’t let go of the controls even though all she wanted to do was give her sister a hug.
“I want to know if this is official or just revenge by someone we’ve hurt,” said Harry.
“Given the number of people you’ve killed it wouldn’t surprise me if they were after your blood.”
Harry had almost forgotten that Mrs Hemingway was still aboard.
“In case you have forgotten, madam,” said Harry. “You too would have been a casualty of this incident if we had not rescued you.”
“In fact,” added Sellie. “If I hadn’t ignored your instruction, you would have joined your writing desk under the rubble. Dead as a doornail and no one to mourn you.”
There was no response. Harry wondered if that last comment was a bit too much but she was not about to criticise her sister in front of Mrs Hemingway. If nothing else, she deserved it.
Sellie sat on the ledge beside the pilot’s chair and stared out at the terrain as it rolled away beneath them.
The German plane angled into a slow descent; Harry powered back slightly and followed.
She spread the wings a little to provide braking against the pull of gravity.
The river came into view, a bright ribbon against the greens and golds of the savannah.
Dodoma was a stop on the trade route from the interior lakes through to the coast. Before the Europeans arrived it had been a major town used by the Arabs with slaves, ivory and trade goods.
Now it was occupied by the kaiser’s hounds.
Like the British to the north, the Germans had not taken over the country and did not rule it. But, like the rest of East Africa, there were no nations to take over; they were all simply tribal areas criss-crossed with caravan routes.
Instead of ruling, the empires simply “protected” the lands and their peoples. The end result was the same, though. The British owned a strip of Africa running from Egypt in the north to the southern tip. The Germans controlled a band across Africa from the west to the east.
The German Protectorate was where the two areas crossed. Her Majesty’s government wanted to control this land, and the kaiser prevented it. If ever there was a place waiting for a war to happen, this was it.
Harry understood this now. Their father had given Harry and Sellie a long lecture as to why they could not interfere with the Germans when the risk of war was so close. He had not had a great deal to say when Sellie had pointed out that it was the German’s who had tried to force the point at Zanzibar and the ship they had destroyed on the Lake Victoria island was clearly not a pleasure cruiser.
And that was why she had difficulty understanding what had happened today.
Receiving a deputation from the government in order that she and Sellie be “told off” made sense. They did not appreciate the war-mongering of the press along with the adulation of a mere girl making war on the Germans when the government did nothing. Fair enough.
But why the German force? Why would they risk an armed incursion into the home of a British diplomat? Granted they had not intended to demolish the house; it had only been one bomb and had been aimed at the conservatory. If they had struck only a few feet further away, the house would probably have remained standing.
That still did not explain why they were there. Politically it did not make sense. Neither nation wanted to be seen as the one who started the war. Besides, the kaiser was a blood relation of the queen.
This was why she was so certain that the attack had not been official, and why she felt justified in coming to Dodoma.
The town grew rapidly ahead of them and their escort turned to the south to land at the military air-dock. Harry did not have time to mess about; she needed to speak to Johannes as soon as possible. She did not follow the other plane but continued directly towards the town.
She could see the utilitarian building that comprised the German administration. It had a forecourt she knew she could get in and out of.
“Harry, they’ve got artillery.”
Sellie was right. At frequent and regular intervals around the town there were emplacements featuring large-calibre weapons. Just one shell would rip the Pegasus to pieces.
“Can’t be helped,” she said. “Can you see where our escort went?”
Sellie climbed back into the main cabin. “Can’t see him in the direction of the air-dock—he’s probably coming around to see what you’re up to.”

Hans Schmidt had not been entirely surprised when the ornithopter failed to follow him. Rather than land, he continued his turn until the girls were in view.
Sure enough they were heading into the town but they had not accelerated; in fact they were slowing still. He opened up his engine and his plane shot towards them. His diesel engine was considerably more responsive than their steam contraption, and he did not require a stoker.
He tilted the plane into a sharp turn that lost him altitude. The pilot of the other plane did not know the artillery were under orders to shoot down any unidentified air-plane.
He was certain the girls did not intend to attack but there was no way the gunners could know that. So he poured on the power as the girls entered the artillery attack field.
A cloud of smoke plumed from a gun on the ground. He stared at the ornithopter and sighed in relief when it did not explode. Travelling fast it took him only moments to reach them.
He powered back so as not to overshoot and positioned himself behind them but above and slightly to their starboard.
No other guns fired.
The ornithopter continued to slow over the town until it was below his stall speed and he overshot it. Pulling round he saw it disappearing into the forecourt of the administration building, wings stroking hard as it did so. He smiled. That was one thing he could not do, and it was a beautiful thing to witness.
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Harry stood just inside the still-closed hatch and adjusted her dress to make herself as decent as possible. The way it draped hid the split she had made up the side but there were smudges of dirt in various locations that could not be disguised.
“I’ll stay here,” said Sellie, “and keep the steam up. I’ll make sure that panel underneath is firmly fixed.”
“Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” said Harry. “If it looks dangerous outside, stay inside.”
“I’m not reckless like you,” Sellie said with a smile.
Harry turned to Mrs Hemingway, who was so tall that she had to stoop slightly to prevent her hair brushing the ceiling. Her eyes looked red, as if she had been crying. “Would you accompany me, Mrs Hemingway?”
The woman looked up in surprise and then frowned. “Why would you want me with you?”
“A couple of reasons,” said Harry. “The main one being that I don’t think I can leave you and my sister alone together.”
Mrs Hemingway sniffed. “And the other?”
“In this situation, I believe a mature woman would be an asset. You will be able to confirm the events.”
“I will not lie to help you.”
Harry put her head on one side. “No, I’m sure you won’t. You only lie to help yourself.”
Mrs Hemingway did not make any sharp retort but brought a kerchief to her eyes. “You people have no idea what it’s like for those like me,” she said. “We may enjoy your lifestyle for a while but when we are no longer needed we are cast out without a thought. I am only concerned with my future.”
Harry thought perhaps she ought to feel sorry for her but she did not. “To be concerned with one’s future may be admirable but to be so unconcerned with anyone else’s is despicable.”
Sellie handed Harry a metal rod with a square piece of her petticoat tied to it as a white flag.
“You be careful,” she said, and then in a quieter voice added, “Don’t trust her.”
Harry shook her head. “I don’t.”
She drew the bolts on the hatch and pushed it open, then gave the steps a kick so they folded out and down. Feeling a little foolish she held up the flag and stepped down on to the ground.
There were twenty or so infantry men in the forecourt. The Pegasus were surrounded on three sides by the four storeys of the utilitarian administrative building. The fourth side was the fence and main gate. Glancing around Harry could see the scrapes and grooves in the walls that had not been erased by the repairs: the marks of the Pegasus’s escape only a few months before.
Some of the men standing here might well have been ones she had injured as the Pegasus fought for her freedom. On an individual basis she felt the guilt since she had no grudge against any person here. But she and her sister had been imprisoned. They were simply taking the opportunity to escape.
She heard Mrs Hemingway descending the steps behind her.
There was a movement in the ranks and the familiar face of Feldwebel-Leutnant Johannes Schönfeldt emerged. Harry smiled. Johannes did not.
“Put down that ridiculous flag, Harriet,” he said in English with his clipped German accent. He never called her Harry.
“I don’t want to be arrested again,” she said. “I need to talk to you and then I need to leave.”
“Why do you always make things difficult?”
“You mean you’d rather I just handed myself in?”
“That would be easier.”
Harry frowned. “This is not a joke, Lieutenant. I am here on a serious matter.”
He studied her face for a moment and then stood up straighter.
“Very well, Miss Edgbaston, we will take the flag as read, shall we?” he said. “It is quite clearly somebody’s undergarments and I would prefer they were not placed on show in this manner.”
Harry tossed the rod and flag back through the hatch.
“My engineer would like to carry out some maintenance unmolested.”
“You can tell Khuwelsa that no one will interfere with anything she wants to do as long as she stays close to the plane.”
“Thank you!” shouted Sellie from inside.
“Now,” said Johannes. “You have not introduced your guest.”
“Mrs Hemingway is our tutor.”
Johannes was unable to suppress the look of surprise which he directed at Harry. She had not been quiet about the unpleasant nature of the woman who taught them. Not a governess—she did not have that level of power—but a teacher who lived with them.
Harry gave the slightest of shrugs.
“If you will accompany me,” said the lieutenant. He turned almost as if he were marching and headed through the ranks of men. Harry followed, showing rather more confidence than she was feeling. She wondered what on earth Mrs Hemingway would make of all this.
Johannes had got his old office back. He was no longer relegated to the cellar but returned to the second floor looking out over the nearby native buildings to the grasslands in the south.
He brought two chairs to the desk and assisted Mrs Hemingway into one while Harry sat in the other.
“Now,” he said, sitting upright in his chair on the other side of the desk. “What is this about?”
“The Graf von Moltke,” said Harry.
Johannes’s face fell. “You haven’t shot it down?”
Harry gave him an accusing look. “Why would you assume that?”
He raised his eyebrows.
“Yes, all right. But I have encountered Zeppelins that I haven’t shot down, you know.”
“Not recently.”
“Look, Johannes, this is serious.” She took a deep breath. “Did it come from here?”
“Captain Reichler flew out of here a couple of days ago.”
“Is he a young man with a limp and walking stick?”
“No, that would be Hauptman Gerhardt.”
“Well, your Captain Reichler and Hauptman Gerhardt came to our house, demolished it and have kidnapped my father.”
“Impossible.”
Harry sat back and crossed her legs. The slit in the dress opened up, revealing her leg to her thigh. She hurriedly covered herself but not before Johannes had seen. “Ask Mrs Hemingway.”
Johannes looked at her. “Is this correct, Frau Hemingway?”
Mrs Hemingway glanced at Harry. “Miss Edgbaston’s description of events, while abbreviated, is essentially accurate. It should also be pointed out that they have taken several senior British officers and bureaucrats prisoner as well.”
Johannes sat back, nonplussed. “I was not aware of their precise orders.”
“You knew they were coming after Sellie and me?” said Harry, the suppressed anger bursting out again.
“No,” he said. “I knew Gerhardt had a mission over the border. I did not know it had anything to do with you and I find it hard to believe he would kidnap anyone.”
Harry’s eyes narrowed. “You’re saying that with your mouth, but that’s not what’s in your heart.”
“Gerhardt was in Zanzibar.”
Realisation came to Harry. “The one who nearly managed to stop me in the sultan’s palace.”
Johannes nodded.
“I thought he seemed vaguely familiar,” said Harry. “I couldn’t place him. So this is personal.”
“His orders were valid,” said Johannes. Harry’s glare made him continue. “However, it would seem this is a personal vendetta rather than a military or political operation.”
“That’s all I need to know,” said Harry and got to her feet.
Johannes stood out of politeness. Mrs Hemingway looked as if she would rather not move.
Harry gave him a smile. “Would you do something for me, Johannes?”
“Something else?” he said. “I will not betray my country.”
Harry effected an expression of sadness. “Feeding us would be a betrayal?”
“Feeding you?”
Harry shook her head for emphasis. “I’m starving, Sellie hasn’t eaten since breakfast, and there’s not a single jot of food on the plane.”
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“Try not to destroy another Zeppelin, Harriet,” said Johannes. “They are very expensive.”
Harry turned in the pilot’s chair and looked at him seriously. “This isn’t a joke, Johannes. Have you killed as many men as I have?”
He shook his head.
“I’m not a soldier,” she said. “How well do you think I sleep, knowing what I’ve done?”
“I am sorry, Harriet,” he said. “But I did not mean it as a joke either.”
“No, well, it isn’t.”
“Even soldiers don’t sleep well.”
Harry turned back to the controls and checked the steam. It was in range for take-off.
“You’d better go,” she said. “You won’t get in trouble, will you?”
“No more than usual,” he said. He clicked his heels. The sound penetrated the noise of the steam generator and the bubbling of the pipes. He saluted, then turned and went down the steps.
Khuwelsa pulled in the steps and shut the hatch. The quality of sound in the cabin changed subtly. Harry felt her sister at her elbow.
“Perhaps you should kiss him,” said Khuwelsa said quietly so that Mrs Hemingway would not hear.
“Why would I want to do that?”
“Perhaps because you want to do it.”
“Sellie, nothing good could come of it,” said Harry. “We’re on opposite sides and they won’t be able to hold off from making war forever.”
“You should be happy.”
Harry leaned back and turned her head. She put her pale-skinned hand on her sister’s dark one. “I think we’re doomed to become old maids together.”
“Speak for yourself, white girl,” said Khuwelsa with a wide grin. She gave Harry’s hand a squeeze. “So what’s the plan?”
“Get into as much trouble as possible.”
“While trying not to break any German toys?”
“We’ll see.”
Harry gave two short whistles and then flipped the Faraday switch. The Pegasus creaked as the weight went from her structure. There was a short cry from Mrs Hemingway, though without justification since she was already seated.
After a couple of experimental wing beats, issued as a warning to anyone in the area, she ran up the power on the propeller. She did a visual check to ensure there was no one in their immediate vicinity but the guards had stepped back well out of range.
Three strokes of the wings later and they were accelerating northeast across the town. As they passed the final line of buildings she opened up full throttle but descended to a height of twenty feet. Through her reverse mirror she saw three German fighters in a diagonal in-line formation turn and follow.
She gave a grim smile, the other pilot had tested her speed, well, she would see if they could keep up with her. She stayed low and watched her velocity climb. As she passed a hundred miles per hour she felt the same additional lift she had over the water of Lake Victoria.
She frowned. She had never heard of anything like this. Their speed increased effortlessly this close to the ground. It was as if the Pegasus were sliding over ice.
The only problem here was the trees. Every now and then there would be one in their path and she would have to either hop over or steer around it. And as her velocity passed one hundred and sixty she had to focus every ounce of her concentration on the terrain streaming towards her. She had to negotiate every lump and hillock before it became a problem.
Step by step she pulled the wings in closer to her body, noticing every nuanced change in how she reacted to the air. They reached one hundred and seventy-five, and the air set up shrill whistles around the fuselage. With a flat stretch ahead she glanced into the mirror. Her escort was outdistanced and she could only see where they were by the three thin trails.
The mountains were growing fast in the north, and the storm clouds they had passed over earlier in the day were still there. Harry made a decision. With a slight touch to the controls she edged the Pegasus slightly more to the east.
“Where are we going?” asked Sellie. Harry almost jumped; she had been concentrating so hard she had not noticed her sister.
“The sea,” said Harry. “It’s flat so we can just run up the coast. If we can maintain this speed it will be quicker than going over the mountains.”
“I noticed that,” said Khuwelsa. “We really shouldn’t be going this fast.”
“I know.”
“Are you all right?”
“It’s tiring.”
Sellie hesitated. “Slow down if you need to. I’d rather survive.”
“I’m fine.”
Harry calculated that at their current velocity it would probably be less than twenty minutes before they reached the sea.
But she was wrong.
They were following a road that led towards Tanga on the coast a short distance south of Mombasa when something much larger than a tree loomed out of the ground ahead.
The Pegasus rocketed beneath the Zeppelin so fast that Harry had no time to react. Mrs Hemingway screamed though her cry began after they had passed the other vessel. Harry dared not react suddenly. At this speed she could rip the wings off if she tried to use them for braking.
She gave them a slight up angle and Harry felt herself pushed down into her chair as they shot skywards, shedding velocity. She powered back on the throttle and turned the Pegasus on her wing. The Zeppelin was crawling along at barely fifty miles per hour. Not in any hurry.
Harry matched course and, conscious of what Johannes had said as well as the fact that their father might be on board, did not make any aggressive moves. Instead she brought the Pegasus down to fly alongside the Zeppelin. A glance at the lettering along the side told her it was the Graf von Moltke.
“Harry, we’re sitting ducks,” said Sellie. As they moved up beside the airship with its dozen artillery guns mounted along its side.
“Have you got a mirror?” said Harry.
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Before they had a chance to use the mirror as a heliograph, the Zeppelin reversed its engines and lost altitude. Within minutes it came to rest a short distance from the road.
Harry brought the Pegasus down with her gun pointing directly at the airship’s gondola.
“You were saying about not being aggressive?” said Sellie.
“Yes, well,” said Harry. “There’s non-aggressive and then there’s lying on your back and inviting them to eat you for lunch. I’d like to have some negotiating power. You stay here and man the gun.”
Mrs Hemingway stood up. “I should like to accompany you, Miss Edgbaston.”
Harry looked at her. She had been much quieter since their visit to Johannes. In fact, she had said nothing at all apart from the occasional squeak of fear.
“Why?”
“Perhaps if I were to accept that this is all my fault?”
Harry took a moment to absorb what she had said. “That’s very … noble of you, madam,” said Harry. “But not this time.”
Mrs Hemingway shifted her feet as if she were restraining herself. “Do you think I am lying?”
“No, it’s not that. This is a different situation. I might have to run and you would be too slow, and besides, this really isn’t your fault. If there’s any fault here it’s the British and German governments fighting over Zanzibar.” Mrs Hemingway looked somewhat relieved until Harry continued. “You just made it a lot worse.”
Well, thought Harry, why should I excuse her despicable behaviour?
“I’d tell you to be careful,” said Sellie. “But I think we’re far beyond that point.”
Harry shrugged. “Still got that flag?”
Sellie produced it from behind a set of tools. It was streaked with coal dust. Harry tried to clean it but only succeeded in smudging the dirt. “It’ll do.”
She opened the hatch, pushed out the steps, and climbed down, poking the white flag out in front of her once more. No weapons were fired in her direction so she stepped away from the Pegasus and moved towards the Zeppelin.
From the ground, without her ship around her, it was huge. The great sheath that surrounded the individual internal balloons billowed in the breeze. The rotors were still turning, but with the majority of its Faraday grid turned off it sat firmly on the ground.
The three decks of the massive gondola stretched above her. From all the windows and portholes, men stared out at her. She crossed a third of the distance to the Zeppelin and stopped. There, she planted the flag in the ground beside her and waited.
Behind her she could hear the huffing of the steam generator inside the Pegasus while the engines of the Zeppelin were a constant beat in the background. It was like some sort of industrial music. The sun was pounding down but she had her scarf over her hair. She still wore the same dress, as dirty as the white flag, and the light breeze floated through the gap she had cut.
It must have been ten minutes before a door in the lowest level of the gondola opened.
A crewman jumped down and took folding steps from someone inside. He then placed them against the hull and stepped back, standing to attention.
From the uniforms she knew it was the captain with two of his lieutenants who descended the steps and made their way across the long grass until they were standing a similar distance from their ship as she was from hers.
The captain alone continued until he was about halfway. Harry left the flag and walked up to him.
“Miss Harriet Edgbaston,” he said in English, and bowed.
“Captain Reichler, I presume,” she said.
His eyes narrowed. “You know who I am?”
“Yes, Captain,” she said. “I understand you have been conveying Hauptman Gerhardt on his mission to teach my sister and I a lesson of some sort.”
“You are remarkably well informed,” he said.
“Where is my father?”
“Shall we move somewhere more comfortable, where we may talk?”
“This location is quite satisfactory, Captain,” she said. “I just want to know where my father is. Is he aboard your ship?”
He shook his head. “No, Miss Edgbaston, he is not.”
“You have withdrawn then?” she asked with some relief.
“Not exactly,” he said. “I left Hauptman Gerhardt and his men back at your home.”
Harry exploded. “You did what?” Captain Reichler took a step back in surprise at her vehemence. “That man has a personal vendetta against us. This has nothing to do with any enmity between your country and mine. It’s personal! And you left him alone with my father!”
Harry turned on her heel and ran back to the Pegasus.
“Miss Edgbaston!” called the captain. She paused at the step. “I did not know.”
She threw herself into the ship and froze with her hands on the bar. Her heart pounded in her breast, and she felt the tears streaming down her cheeks.
She sobbed.
“Harry?” Khuwelsa’s arm went round her shoulder. “Harry? What is it?” There was an awful tremor of fear in Sellie’s voice. “Is it Dad? Is he … all right?”
Harry rubbed her nose with the back of her hand and sniffed. “No, I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t know.” She sniffed again. “I just don’t know, Sellie. The captain left Gerhardt and his men.”
“With Dad?”
Harry nodded and tried to find a kerchief. She sniffed.
“Oh God.”
They were distracted by a movement outside as the Graf von Moltke surged into the air.
With its engines roaring it turned through 180 degrees before it had gained more than a few feet.
Its massive body tore a tree out of the ground as it ran straight through it.
“I can’t fly, Sellie,” said Harry.
“Don’t be silly, of course you can.”
Harry held up her hands, they were shaking. She sniffed again.
A hand holding a kerchief appeared at her cheek. Harry took it from Mrs Hemingway and blew her nose.
“I’m so tired, Sellie,” she said. “I can’t do this anymore. What if he’s already …?”
“What are you talking about, Miss Edgbaston?” said Mrs Hemingway. “Your father is one of the most resourceful gentlemen I have met. He deals with international situations using nothing but his wits and his tongue. Do you think some upstart German will be able to get the better of him?”
Harry blew her nose again and wiped her eyes.
“Better?” said Mrs Hemingway. Harry nodded.
She clambered beneath the rail and up into the pilot’s seat. The Zeppelin was making its best speed back towards the coast.
Harry tried to whistle but nothing came. Her sister gave two short whistles, reached across and flipped the Faraday switch.
Harry gunned the propeller, beat the wings, and the Pegasus took flight.
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“Five hours, Harry,” said Sellie in her ear. “They can’t have got far in that time.”
They had torn past the Graf Van Moltke, hugging the ground as the speed indicator climbed steadily once more. Khuwelsa estimated they would reach home in less than an hour, though they would have to slow down when they reached Mombasa.
The small seaport of Tanga flashed past as they shot out across the sea. Harry angled north, bringing the Pegasus around in a slow turn.
Sellie turned as Mrs Hemingway approached the front of the cabin. The tutor put her hands around the bar and clung to it, though the ship was solid without the slightest tremor beyond the normal engine vibrations.
One hundred and seventy-five miles per hour.
The waves, as seen through the lower viewing glass, were a green-blue blur. Objects further off moved more slowly. The coastline was half a mile to their port; it was possible to focus on features before they slipped behind.
“This is remarkable,” said Mrs Hemingway. “That is our velocity?” She pointed at the airspeed gauge. Sellie nodded.
“As fast as an atmospheric train.”
“Faster,” said Sellie. “They cruise at about one hundred and fifty. And they’re being pushed by pneumatic pressure, not self-powered as we are.”
“I had no idea it could go so fast.”
“It shouldn’t,” Khuwelsa said. “There seems to be some effect that takes hold when we are close to the ground. We can go faster, yet we burn less coal in the process.”
“I see.”
They passed a village perched on a hill rising from the sea, below which was a promontory enclosing a bay filled with mangroves.
“I think that is Msambweni,” said Khuwelsa. “It’s less than twenty miles to Mombasa.”
In response Harry angled the Pegasus away from the coast. She did not speak.
“Why are we going further out?” asked Mrs Hemingway.
“We can’t do any sharp turns at this speed,” Sellie said. “So Harry’s moving out from the coast and will bring us round in an arc when we reach the city.”
Sellie did not like Mombasa. Oh, she went when Harry wanted to go, but she did not enjoy it. There were too many bad memories and Mombasa brought them back.
She had been three weeks in the slave caravan walking the roads that they flitted past in the Pegasus. But although there had been precious little to eat, along with constant walking from dawn until dusk, those had not been bad days. Mombasa had been another story completely. She shuddered involuntarily and pushed the memories away. She focused on the distant coastline.
There was a haze above the city, it made it easy to locate even when it was just a smudge on the horizon.
Sellie glanced at the steam pressure gauge. They could do with a top-up, especially if Harry was planning any fancy manoeuvres. Sellie laughed at the idea of Harry planning anything.
Planning? Not very likely.
She turned and saw that Mrs Hemingway was still standing against the rail.
“You should probably take a seat, madam. It might get a bit rough.”
The woman jumped at her words. “It’s mesmerising,” she said quickly as if to hide her reaction, and then smiled. She turned away and went to the chair. Carefully, she adjusted her skirts and took her seat.
Sellie hurried into the back and pulled her leather apron over her torn and dirty dress.
With Mrs Hemingway on board she was not going to strip to her undergarments as she usually did. It was practical and cooler, but their tutor would be outraged. Anyway, smut from the furnace was unlikely to make things much worse. The apron was there to stop sparks setting her aflame.
She pulled on the gauntlets, picked up the shovel, and unlatched the door of the furnace.
Heat poured out. She loaded up the fire with half a dozen shovelfuls of coal, and once again wondered whether it wouldn’t be a better idea to change to diesel. Trouble was, it just didn’t have the raw power the wings needed.
She slammed the door shut just as she felt the deck tilt. Harry had started her approach to Mombasa.
Stripping off her gauntlets, Sellie went forward to the main cabin and opened the door to the cold store she had installed. Johannes had supplied them with some sealed jugs of water and, she noted, three bottles of wine. She retrieved one of the jugs and closed the door.
“Would you like some water, Mrs Hemingway?” she asked.
As a tremor rippled in the hull, she glanced out the front. The city was moving past the window. Harry had crossed the coast a little south of it but heading northwest towards their home. Mombasa had been built on an outcrop of rock surrounded by water on three sides. The fourth side, that led inland, was almost a swamp.
The Pegasus crossed the southern river estuary and headed inland. Harry was still very low and flitted across the tops of masts from the dozens of fishing vessels.
“No, thank you,” said Mrs Hemingway. “I find the way liquid moves in a Faraday field to be most disturbing.” She was referring to the way it rolled sluggishly instead of pouring.
Sellie smiled. “We use these,” she said simply. She dipped her hand into a container set into the inner wall of the fuselage and pulled out three paper straws. “Much simpler and you don’t have to wait for the water to get around to moving.”
She ripped the waxed paper lid from the jug, dropped a straw into it, and handed it to Mrs Hemingway, who took it gingerly. She studied the idle ripples in the jug for a moment and then sucked on the straw. Under the force of the suction the water responded normally and she received a mouthful.
Sellie dug out another jug and went forward to Harry. She put in the remaining two straws and drank through one. She leaned on the rail.
And then said “Oh.”
Ahead of them there was a cloud hanging in the air, a grey miasma that grew like a sickly tower above where their house ought to be. Knowing that their home was gone, even having seen it, did not prepare her for the approach. For so many years the building had stood atop the small hill and had been there to greet them when they came home.
Now it was not. Only a dusty ruin remained.
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Harry did not slow down. Her heart was full of despair and pain. It was not that she had many precious belongings that had been lost in their home’s collapse—the Pegasus was the only thing that would break her heart to lose.
But home was still home, and hers was no more.
Tears welled up in her eyes, blurring her vision. Angrily she brushed them away. She had no time for tears, and they would impair her ability to fly.
She did not try to hide their approach as they shot across the ruin. A group of men stood beneath the trees at one side. Some of the staff were moving between there and the part that remained standing.
No Germans in sight.
At the speed they were going, Harry could not see whether her father was in the group.
She did not want to stop; if he was not there, she wanted to keep flying until she found him. But she knew that was foolish. How could she find him if she did not know where to look? And perhaps he was down there.
Though, in her heart, she knew he was not.
She brought the Pegasus around to a fast but light landing. She flipped off the Faraday and found Sellie pushing one of Johannes’s jugs into her hand.
“No time for that.”
“Drink it, Harry,” said Sellie. “Take a deep breath and drink. You need it.”
The men who had been under the tree were heading across the grass towards them.
Harry did as she was told. The deep breath helped. Her hand and arm muscles ached from gripping the controls for so long. Now that she had stopped she could feel the sweat sliding uncomfortably down her back.
She used the straw even though the Faraday was off. The cool water slipped down her throat. She had not realised how thirsty she was, and hunger grew in her stomach. She checked the time. It was five-thirty. They had another hour and a half of light.
“Anything to eat?” she said.

Out on the lawn, standing in the shade provided by the Pegasus, with the ruin on the hill, the six remaining members of the original deputation explained what had happened after the girls’ precipitous departure.
The Germans had been at a loss at first. The captain and the one in charge of the ground troops had gone into the airship for about twenty minutes, after which the Hauptman had been summarily ejected from the Zeppelin with his men and the ship had simply left.
There remained about twenty of them. After some discussion they had appropriated the cars and driven away with the admiral and Jonathan Edgbaston. The Hauptman had left a letter for Harry and Sellie.
The letter was hastily written and not entirely grammatical but the gist was clear: Do not pursue, and the prisoners will be freed once the Germans had reached a safe haven.
Harry crumpled the letter.
“I hadn’t finished reading it,” said Sellie over her shoulder.
Lt Cmdr Laxton had taken charge of the group now the admiral was gone. He took the letter from her and looked at it. “Can you translate it?” he asked Harry, but she wasn’t listening.
“I can,” said Sellie.
Harry turned away from the group and went to stand at the front of the Pegasus. She placed her hand on the glass and stared towards the horizon. She knew what her father would want. He would want her safe. But did she believe what the Hauptman had said in his letter? He was scared. Scared of her and Sellie.
That was strange.
She understood people disliking her, and she had had plenty of them being angry with her, including her father. But the idea that someone could be scared of her?
What did that mean? If he was scared enough to arrange a mission to … To what? Why did he come here at all?
“Penny for your thoughts,” said Sellie. “Here, have something to eat.” She put a heavy crusted pie into Harry’s hand. She took it but just held it.
“Why did he come here, Sellie?” she said. “Why did he risk everything to come here? What was he trying to achieve?”
“Eat your pie,” said her sister. “I’ll talk.”
Harry chose a place to start and bit into the pastry. It was thick but the inside was juicy with meat gravy.
“You’re lucky, Harry. You’re white. You belong to the people in charge.”
“I didn’t choose it,” she said with her mouth full.
“I know and I’m not blaming you. I’m lucky in some ways; I got to be your sister and that doesn’t happen much to people like me. Look, Harry, I’m going to tell you something and it’s really important you don’t fly off the handle.”
Harry swallowed. “I won’t.”
“This is serious. You’re going to get upset and I don’t want you doing anything silly.”
Sellie glanced around. “In fact, let’s go inside.”
Harry had just taken another big bite and was unable to respond. She followed Sellie to the hatch of the Pegasus.
“Where are you going?” Mrs Hemingway’s voice pierced the air.
“Nowhere,” said Sellie. “We just need a private chat. I’ll leave the hatch open just to prove it.”
Their tutor said nothing more, so they climbed in.
Harry polished off the last remnants of the pie and pulled another jug of water from the cold box.
“Let’s sit down,” said Sellie.
They did so but Harry was getting impatient. “Come on, Sellie, spit it out.”
“All right, Harry,” said Sellie. “Don’t rush me, I promised myself I’d never tell you.”
Harry frowned. “Never tell me what?”
“Harry! Just shut up and let me say it.”
Sellie waited but Harry remained silent. Sellie took a deep breath and tried to marshal her thoughts. “You remember Joseph the butler?”
Her sister simply nodded, making the point that she was not saying anything. Sellie looked at her hands, her skin the same colour as Joseph’s.
“You know he was always short with me,” she said. “Did you ever wonder why?”
Harry hesitated then shook her head as if it had never even occurred to her to think about it.
“Because he hated me, Harry.” Sellie’s eyes burned with tears. She rubbed them. “He used to kick me when no one was looking.” Harry’s eyes widened, Sellie touched her finger to her lips to make sure she stayed quiet.
“Did you really think I was so clumsy, Harry, that I was always spilling food and drink on me?” she said, upset from the thousand times no one had questioned it. Harry stopped chewing.
“He would do it, or get one of the maids to do it. Drop stuff on me. Then Mrs Hemingway would notice.”
Harry found her voice though it was no more than a whisper. “Did Mrs Hemingway know?”
Sellie shook her head. “I don’t know. Doesn’t matter whether she knew or not, you know what pleasure she took in criticising me.”
“But why?”
“Because I was better than him—that’s what he thought anyway. Women aren’t supposed to be like us, Harry,” said Sellie. “I think we make some men…scared.”
“So he was just a bully?”
“‘Just a bully’, Harry? There was no ‘just’ about it.” It was years, Harry, he did it for years.
Sellie wiped the tears from her cheeks.
“I’m so sorry.” Harry rubbed her eyes. “If I’d known…”
“What? Told Dad?”
“Yes.”
“And he would have spoken to Joseph and he would have denied it.”
Harry went silent. “I’m so sorry.”
Sellie smiled through her tears and put her hand on her sister’s knee. “Doesn’t matter now, he’s been gone a long time and we can deal with the cow.” She nodded her head in the direction of Mrs Hemingway.
“So you’re saying we scare Hauptman Gerhardt.”
Sellie nodded. “We’re heretics in his world. You know what they used to do with heretics.”
Harry stood up and threw the remains of her pie out of the hatch. She held out her hand and helped Sellie to her feet. They put their arms around one another in a tight hug.
When Sellie finally pulled back she saw that Harry wearing a malicious grin.
“Well,” she said. “Perhaps we better finish the job.”
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“You are not leaving,” said Mrs Hemingway firmly. “In the absence of your father I am in loco
parentis. You are not of age so you will do precisely as you are told.”
Harry had to look up to Mrs Hemingway. But while their tutor might be imposing, Harry was not daunted.
“You can’t stop me.”
Harry glanced at the sun, there was not much daylight remaining.
“I do not need to, these gentlemen will do so.” She indicated the remaining uniformed men, who were following the orders of Lieutenant Commander Laxton.
“Mrs Hemingway is correct, we cannot allow you to fly.”
Harry felt the anger growing in her again. She pushed it down. “Why would you take an interest?”
“Miss Edgbaston, apart from the obvious fact that you have no idea where the Germans have taken your father”—unlike Mrs Hemingway’s, his voice was not tinged with condescension—“we are also keen to recover the admiral. It will not look good on our records to have lost one.” He smiled.
She softened towards him a little. He was not like her at all.
“There is not much daylight left and trying to find them in the dark is even more ridiculous than trying to find them in daylight.”
“Quite so,” said Mrs Hemingway.
“So we will see what intelligence can be gathered during the night and will set off at first light,” he said. “I hope that will suit you.”
Harry grinned. “Thank you.”
“This is out of the question!” said Mrs Hemingway, though her tone suggested that she was now uncertain, having lost the ally she thought she had.
“On the contrary, madam,” said Lt Cmdr Laxton. “It is the only sensible solution. We are stuck here and there is insufficient time for any official transport to reach us.” He paused and glanced at the Pegasus reflecting the light of the setting sun. “Considering the distance this vehicle travelled in such a short time, I believe it is our best option as it combines high speed with the ability to land on any terrain.”
“Sellie’s the engineer,” said Harry, glowing at the praise being heaped on her ship. “She’s the miracle worker.”
“Your companion?”
Harry’s good humour vanished. “She is my sister.”
“Adopted,” said Mrs Hemingway.
“I do apologise, Miss Edgbaston and,” he looked at Sellie, nodding his head, “Miss Edgbaston.”
“Apology accepted,” said Sellie, a little hoarsely.
“Lieutenant Keating here”—the other naval officer nodded at Sellie—“he came up on the engineering side, I’m sure he would be interested in your vessel.”
“Um,” said Sellie. She looked embarrassed when all eyes turned in her direction. “I was thinking, about the intelligence?”
“Yes, Miss Edgbaston?” said Laxton.
“Well, local people will have seen the horseless carriages leaving. We could send out some people to find out where they went.”
Laxton smiled. “An excellent proposition.”
He strode away to where the two army majors stood and spoke to them. They in their turn moved in the direction of the staff quarters. Laxton returned; he did not walk slowly but seemed always to be marching to some beat Harry could not hear.
“Mrs Hemingway,” he said.
“I am not happy with this,” she said.
“I understand and that is why I feel it is important for you to accompany us in the morning. It would not be proper for the young ladies to be without a chaperone. I’m sure you understand.”
“Yes,” she said weakly.
“Good, now I think if you ladies occupy the summer house for the night and we will make do,” he said. “It will be rather more of a problem for the … ah … bureaucrats than for the military.”
“Sellie and I will sleep in the Pegasus,” said Harry. “But I’m sure one of the more senior female staff will give up her room for Mrs Hemingway.”
Their tutor looked horrified.
“Leaving us with the summer house. Excellent,” said Laxton. “We will make it so, if you’re sure you’ll be comfortable in your vessel.”
“Done it lots of times,” said Harry.
Laxton nodded, and made it so.

A rapping on the hull jerked Harry awake. She groaned and opened her eyes.
“Rise and shine, ladies. It is oh-six hundred hours. We go light in forty-five minutes.”
Harry groaned again.
“Welcome to the Royal Navy,” muttered Sellie. “I don’t think I’ll pursue a career in the Senior Service.”
“Any service,” said Harry rolling onto her back and pushing herself up on her elbows.
“I’m guessing they’re both like this.”
“What are we going to wear, Harry?” said Sellie. “Yesterday’s are torn and filthy.”
There was another knock. “Commander Laxton’s compliments,” said a younger voice. “He thought you might require suitable attire for the day.”
Sellie looked at Harry. “I like this Laxton fellow, he’s sensitive to a lady’s needs.”
“Just being practical, who’d want to be seen around a pair of scarecrows?”
“Just a minute!” called Sellie. Both of them were dressed in their underclothes. Sellie had unscrewed a panel from the wall and used it as a screen to hide the interior of the ship. She looked at her dress. Yesterday morning it had been a bright yellow but no longer. She grabbed it and held it in front of herself. “This will do.”
She went to the hatch and then looked over at Harry, her arms and legs completely bare and her hair a disaster, standing directly across from the door. “I’m going to open this door,” she said.
Harry seemed deep in thought and didn’t respond.
Sellie tried again. “Is it your intention to display your nether limbs to the officer outside this door?”
Nothing.
“Harry!”
Her head jerked up. “What?”
“Get out of the way! I’m opening the hatch.”
Harry hurried across the deck into a position where she would not be seen. Sellie unlocked the door and pushed it open a few inches. “Just squeeze them through.”
“I have my eyes averted,” said the officer. Sellie caught a glimpse of the khaki uniform of one of the majors as he pushed some coarse looking dark brown material through the gap.
“Thanks, Major Page” said Sellie.
“Thresher, Miss,” he said without rancour. “The other one.”
“Thanks.”
She shut the door and the sisters pounced on the clothes.
“Oh,” said Sellie.
Harry eyed the clothing with distaste. “Farm workers’ overalls,” she said. There were some shirts to go with them.
“Well,” said Sellie. “They’re practical.”
Harry pulled a face.
Sellie dropped her arms, letting the fabric drag on the floor. “I thought you were the one who was always complaining about flying in a dress and how much more convenient it would be to wear trousers.”
“I know, but …” she trailed off.
“Farm workers’ overalls not good enough for you?”
Harry bit her lip.
“All right for the blacks to wear, but not next to your precious pale and freckly skin?”
Harry’s freckles were not limited to her face, as Sellie knew but most of the rest of the world did not. Thankfully.
“Better make the best of it, Harry,” said Sellie. “It’s all we’ve got and we have just wasted ten minutes of our limited time. Commander Laxton might be thoughtful in one respect but there’ll be hell to pay if we’re not ready to lift at the appointed minute.”
They got changed. Everything was too big but at least it was clean. Harry cut up the dresses and plaited strips of material into belts while Sellie got the furnace running up to heat.
They still had water in the cold store and plenty of food, which they ate as they worked.
Harry opened the hatch and let the cold dawn air circulate through, clearing out the smells. They tidied up.
It was oh-six hundred hours and forty minutes when Lieutenant Commander Laxton and Lieutenant Keating with Majors Thresher and Page came down the lawn to the Pegasus. They looked clean and their uniforms fresh. Harry was envious. They were accompanied by Mrs Hemingway. Harry stood in the hatchway. Smoke drifted from the stack.
“Permission to come aboard, Miss Edgbaston?” said Laxton.
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Feeling somewhat awkward in her manly clothing—the roughness of the material wrapped around her legs was distracting—Harry climbed into the pilot’s chair. Commander Laxton and the other men took up positions along the rail. Mrs Hemingway sat in the chair, after giving Harry a curious look that could have been either satisfaction at seeing her in such embarrassing clothing, or possibly pity.
“Did you find out where we need to go?” asked Harry, turning in the chair so she could look at Laxton.
He smiled. “We found something,” he said. “You know the station?”
“Of course.”
“Head that way, if you would be so kind.”
Harry glanced at the steam gauge from habit, though she already knew the Pegasus was hot. She gave two short whistles and then spoke. “Going light in five … four … three … two … one.”
She flipped the switch. There was neither a murmur nor any other sort of reaction from the military men, and just a sharp intake of breath from Mrs Hemingway.
Harry tested the wings. Their powerful response to her movements gave her strength and confidence. She ran up the speed of the propeller.
Two long whistles. “Taking off,” she shouted over the breathless pumping of the steam engines.
One stroke. Two. And they were airborne. She brought the Pegasus around and stared at the ruin of their home. It was a sharp reminder of why they were in the air and what they were planning to do.
She powered into the dawn as the sun rose across the Indian Ocean beyond Mombasa.
The station was barely a minute away. Almost immediately it was possible to see the pneumatic tube running across the landscape. The atmospheric ran from Mombasa to Nairobi, and then onwards to the north. Ultimately it was intended to link East Africa with Egypt and the Mediterranean.
Two of the military vehicles that had brought the group were parked outside the station.
“They took the atmospheric?” said Harry incredulously.
“What better way to outrun you?” said Laxton.
“To Mombasa?”
“North.”
Harry gritted her teeth. “When?”
“Mid-afternoon.”
“They have a fifteen-hour head start,” she said in despair. “They could be in Khartoum by now.”
“But not much further since that is where the atmospheric ends. The line from Cairo is not yet complete.”
Harry said nothing further. She put her hand on the power and cranked the propeller to maximum. As their airspeed increased she descended until she was only a few feet above the tunnel of the atmospheric.
Across the plains of Africa the pumping stations were two to three miles apart. They could not keep up the kind of pressure in the tube to maintain the kinds of speeds they managed in Europe, but even an African atmospheric was no slouch.
That Hauptman Gerhardt had chosen to take the train meant that his trail was easy to follow. Unless he had got off, he could only be in the tube.
As they approached the top of the tube Harry felt the change in the air around them and under the wings. The Pegasus’s velocity slid higher on the dial, as if they were gliding on oil.
“That is impressive,” said a voice in her ear. It was Lieutenant Keating. “How is it possible your vessel can make this kind of speed?”
“Ground effect,” she heard Sellie answer. “Harry says it happens when we’re close to the ground.”
Harry focused on the tube. Every few miles she had to swing out to avoid the pumping stations, though they were easy to spot as they poured smoke from their furnaces. Here in the heat of Africa they ran water in pipes down the inside of the tubes to supply the steam for the pumps.
Their speed topped out at 175. That seemed to be the maximum they could reach. Still, it was nearly three miles, or one pumping station, per minute. Harry gave up riding above the tube but stayed to the side and simply followed its line.
Time passed and the sun rose. It was about half-past eight when they reached a place called Nairobi. It was nothing more than an outcropping at the edge of a swamp but it was well placed and there was fresh water nearby.
The town was composed of a selection of buildings. Maintenance for the atmospheric, sidings, and workshops. To support the workforce there were already shops, hotels, and other establishments. Harry climbed to kill their speed and brought the Pegasus to a gentle landing next to the station.
Laxton and the two majors went to make enquiries. Mrs Hemingway, who had been silent the entire trip, went to stretch her legs, as did Khuwelsa.
Harry climbed out of her chair and stretched. Her muscles were tense and ached, not just from this short flight but from her exertions on the previous day. The only other person in the cabin was Lt Keating who diplomatically looked out of the window while she performed her exercises.
“The commander thinks I should learn how to fly your vessel, Miss Edgbaston,” he said, almost diffidently as if he had an inkling she might react badly to the suggestion.
She did not find the idea pleasant. “Why?”
“He does not wish to die.”
Harry blinked. “What? Die?”
Keating now turned to face her. His face lacked any strong emotion. “Miss Edgbaston, how long has the Royal Navy had an air corps?”
“Twenty-eight years.”
“Quite so, in fact exactly so,” he said. “Since 1868, and there were air vehicles in use for three years before that.” He took a breath. “In that time, do you suppose we learned anything about piloting Faraday craft?”
She frowned. “Well, of course, we have the most powerful vessels in the air and the Void.”
“Then perhaps it may not come as a surprise that we soon learnt that a pilot flying for more than two or three hours, particularly under stress, becomes tired and likely to make mistakes.”
Harry said nothing.
“And in a vessel such as this, that requires constant attention, travelling at a velocity far in excess of its design specifications would tire the pilot far more quickly.”
“I …” she trailed off.
“Do you dispute my authority in this matter?”
After a moment’s hesitation she shook her head.
“Then you see the value in my becoming your substitute pilot on this journey?”
“Yes.” The single word was almost whisper.
Cmdr Laxton’s voice penetrated the hull. “Prepare to go light! Immediately.”
Harry dived under the rail and swung into the pilot’s chair. Sellie entered and almost pulled Mrs Hemingway up the steps and inside.
“Going light!” shouted Harry counted one and flipped the switch. Pressure had dropped but they had enough. She could already hear Sellie shovelling coal.
Laxton and the majors tumbled inside. The last one in slammed the hatch and dogged it.
Harry ran up the propeller and, with two powerful beats, had them in the air.
“Which way?” Harry called.
“Keep following the tube.”
Harry gunned the engine, thrust them forward with powerful strokes, and brought the Pegasus around. Within seconds Nairobi was no more than a memory.
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Once they had settled into their course, Laxton related the information they had discovered. The atmospheric train had arrived on schedule the evening before. It had been due for a stop-over for the night so the passengers could, if they chose, find accommodation and food in the town.
However the flood of passengers escaping from the atmospheric once the tube doors had been opened was the first sign something was wrong. The local constabulary had investigated but were warned off by shots when they approached.
The Germans aboard kept the crew and their original prisoners as hostages, and had the train restocked and its water tanks filled—though an atmospheric was driven by air pressure, it still required its own power to drive the Faraday grid.
One passenger had been killed. He was ex-army and had tried to overpower their captors. He had expected the other passengers to assist but they were too scared, and his death confirmed their fears.
The atmospheric had spent a little over an hour at Nairobi before the train pushed on into the night.
Harry put the Pegasus to the ground and accelerated. They were soon roaring above the savannah at their maximum speed. To the north the horizon was broken by the green slopes and white top of a massive volcano.
“It’s Kiri Nyaga, ‘God’s home’,” said Khuwelsa. “Some of Bakari’s people live around here.”
“Well, it’s more interesting than this place,” said Harry. The terrain was flat as a pancake and the atmospheric tube ran straight as a die. The grasslands were filled with animals and birds that flashed past so fast the beasts had no time to react before the vessel was already gone.
Harry yawned.
An hour later, and they were running northwest up a valley with hills to the right and plains the other side. Every now and then they would pass a smaller volcano caldera. All of them were ages dead and filled with green.
“Perhaps this would be a good time for you to show me how to fly your plane,” said Keating.
“We’ll have to slow down,” said Harry, realising that she sounded like a whiny child.
“Better than the alternative.”
Harry adjusted the angle of the wings slightly and the Pegasus soared up.
Keating immediately enquired as to what she had done. She explained as best she could.
It was only then that it occurred to her that she did not even think about flying. When she was at the controls it was as if she and the ship were one and the same.
She felt a panic. What if explaining it took away that oneness? Could analysing it make it stop?
But she went through the controls with Keating: the two sticks that controlled the wing position by pushing forward, back and to the sides, and how rotating them adjusted the feathering.
“No foot controls?” asked Keating.
Harry shook her head. “What would you use your feet for?”
“Fixed-wing craft use them for the rudder.”
“The wings do everything,” said Harry. “We don’t need a rudder.”
And then came the moment when she relinquished her position. Reluctantly she had throttled back to sixty miles per hour, which almost certainly meant they were falling behind their quarry.
She locked off the wings, after explaining what she had done and how the arched position was very stable. Finally she relinquished her position. It was not leaving the chair while in flight that bothered her. She had done that before many times; the Pegasus just hung in the air like a gull or a hawk. No, it wasn’t that.
It was that she had to stand by while someone else climbed into her chair. While that someone touched her controls, it was as if he was touching her, violating her privacy, her very person.
She pointed to the control lock. “Move that up, it’s quite stiff, and make sure you put your hand on the control quickly.”
They had climbed to three thousand feet, there would be plenty of time for her to get back in the chair even if he made a mess of it. Unless he flipped them over.
Harry tried, with only partial success, to suppress the anger that rose within her. She knew it was foolish but the fact that Keating did not mess up filled her with unjustifiable annoyance. He was cautious. He seemed to understand that the Pegasus was a delicate creature and that he had to work with her, and not try to enforce his will on her.
“May I increase velocity?” he asked.
Harry nodded but then realised he was not looking in her direction. “Yes. She will let you release the controls but only for a moment.”
“You compensate before you let go,” he said.
“I don’t know what you mean?”
“You know how the ship will react when you let go, so you adjust for it before you do.”
Harry thought about it. He was right. “Yes.”
“I’ll just try letting go,” he said. And for the next two minutes he let go, felt the ship move, and then took hold again. He tried it with the other hand and then both hands. “I see,” he said. He made a slight movement that brought the port side up, released the stick, and as the stick moved and the port dropped again he pushed the throttle forward.
Harry was grateful that he missed the stick and had to grab it.
She always knew where the sticks were. She sighed; yes, she knew, but that knowledge came with experience. He was doing very well for someone who had never flown a ’thopter before.
As he pushed the ship into a gentle dive, the airspeed increased. He moved the wings into the arched position. After glancing left and right through the portholes to check their position, he locked them off. He released the controls and sat back, rubbing his hands and arms.
“Aching,” he said.
“You haven’t done this before,” she said.
“Well, I may be able to relieve you for short periods,” he said. “But you’ll still have to the most of the work.”
“Good,” said Harry. She had not meant to say it aloud, and embarrassment swept over her.
Keating laughed. “I know this is your baby,” he said. “But we have to be practical.” He climbed out of the chair. “The helm is yours, Miss Edgbaston.”
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For the rest of the day they traced the tube north across Africa. The terrain was largely unchanging, which was good because it meant they could maintain a high velocity. Every ninety minutes Keating would relieve Harry and give her a chance to rest. They flew slower at those times, as he was not going to risk the low altitude flight Harry could manage.
Three times they were forced to stop for personal convenience. It was extremely embarrassing for the ladies but the military men were practical about the matter. Though Harry and Sellie were used to using the wilderness for such necessities, they had always been alone.
Poor Mrs Hemingway tried to deny nature for a long time until it became impossible for her.
The situation was not discussed.
As to their temporary dress, Harry was satisfied despite the roughness. She found piloting the Pegasus to be much easier without having to fight her way through layers of restrictive clothing. She would have to have some flying gear made up when she got home.
Home. Her heart felt empty. They no longer had a home. Their father, stolen away and her mother, thousands of miles distant. Harry wondered why she had come to mind now. After all, she almost never thought about the woman. What was the point? Her mother had never been part of the home that she or Sellie remembered.
By mid-afternoon the mountains of Ethiopia had emerged from the landscape to the east. The lush grasslands of the equatorial country gave way to stony ground. It was still green here, but it was more like the lower slopes of the mountain, where the green had to fight to maintain its hold.
Harry had never seen the Nile before. Although there were plenty of bigger rivers around Mombasa, none of them was the mighty river of Egypt. The atmospheric followed it now, though it cut corners wherever appropriate. It even crossed the waters more than once. A fast atmospheric did not take corners quickly so the engineers took the straightest line they could.
The fabled Nile, the life’s blood of Egypt and the river that fed the people of the Sudan.
It would not be much further to Khartoum where the two major tributaries—the Blue Nile that they were following, and the White Nile that flowed from Ethiopia—joined to become the mightiest river in the world that flowed for another thousand miles into the Mediterranean.
To Italy. Perhaps that was why Harry thought of her mother; she now lived in Italy. Of course, Mrs Hemingway had mentioned her yesterday as well.
Harry felt strange thinking about her mother. She could barely remember what she looked like. There was the photograph she had in the bedroom but that had been taken a dozen years before.
“That’s Juba,” said Keating.
They were overflying a large Arab walled town with its low white houses tight together and the thinnest lines separating them showing where the streets lay. Packing them so close meant the narrow streets were in shade almost the whole day. A train of camels headed into the city through one of its gates.
Camels. They were approaching the southernmost reaches of the Sahara. And that meant sand. Harry was not sure how well the mechanisms of Pegasus would cope.
“How long to Khartoum?” she said.
“Three hours at a guess,” he said. “We shall have to stop for the night before we reach it.”
“No!”
Keating leaned on the rail and put his head close to her ear. So close she could feel his breath.
“Harry.” It was the first time he had used her nickname. “This is a military operation, you cannot go against orders.”
“It may be a military operation for you,” she hissed, “but I am rescuing my father and every moment we delay we give them time.”
“You cannot fly at night.”
“Give me one good reason why not?”
“You won’t be able to see where you’re going,” he said without raising his voice. “You’ll crash at high speed.”
“Am I allowed to present an alternative plan to your military operation?”
“Of course.”
“You take over for an hour, so I can rest. Then I’ll take us to Khartoum, if it gets dark before we reach there I’ll reduce speed and take us up. We have a compass and we have both the Nile and the tube to guide us. We’ll be able to see them even at night.”
“If it remains clear.”
“Yes,” she said. “We will set down at Khartoum and find out if they’ve moved on. The tube stops there so they will be using the old style train, which is much slower. We can follow them in the dark perhaps even catch up or overtake them.”
Keating thought for a few moments. “Very well, I will discuss this with the commander.”
Harry calmed herself and brought the Pegasus down again. She stifled a yawn; she did not want anyone to know how tired she was.
“Getting on all right with the lieutenant?” It was Sellie’s turn to talk in her ear, but she was grateful. She missed her sister; the only reason she knew Sellie was still there was that the steam pressure stayed up. “Those army boys are handy as stokers,” Sellie said. “We should try to keep them on.”
“I thought you were still doing the stoking,” said Harry, almost offended that she had been wrong. That she, Harry, had been doing all the hard work while Sellie had been having it easy.
“Why would I shovel coal when I have a couple of strong lads to do it for me?” said Sellie. “Grateful to do it, I might add.”
“Grateful?”
“I let them have some of the cold water.”
“Can I have some?”
“Not while you’re flying,” Sellie said. “Tree.”
The terrain had dipped and there was a tall tree directly ahead of them that had looked like a bush a moment before.
“Yes,” said Harry as she lifted the Pegasus over it in a smooth motion. “I can see perfectly well.”
“So, you and the lieutenant?” said Sellie again.
“You and the two majors?”
Sellie laughed. “Too old.”
“Ditto.”
“Excuse me, Miss Edgbaston,” said Keating as he edged in on the other side of Harry.
The ship really wasn’t built for so many, although they had managed to carry Bakari and his men before, but it had not been for such an extended period.
“Cmdr Laxton is in agreement with your plan—”
“You have a plan?” said Sellie.
“I always have a plan.”
Khuwelsa made a sceptical sound and muttered something about Plan B.
Harry brought the Pegasus up to five hundred feet and throttled back. Giving control to Keating was still uncomfortable but it no longer caused a wrench when he sat in her chair. She locked off the wings and climbed out.
It was odd the way things changed, she no longer worried about the fact people could see her as she stretched her tired muscles. She reached up, placed her hands against the ceiling, and pressed. When she relaxed her pressure, the strain ebbed away. She rolled her shoulders in both directions and stretched the muscles in her neck.
Beneath her feet she could feel the vibrations from the drive increasing and the way the ship tilted down towards the grass. She knew everything that Keating was doing without even looking at him. She may not be in the chair but she was still the Pegasus, and the ship was still Harry.
She glanced at Mrs Hemingway. She had her eyes closed.
Harry knelt beside her. The woman’s eyelids opened.
“Why did you say I was as bad as my mother?” she said quietly.
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“Shouldn’t you be resting?”
“I am resting,” said Harry. “Not being in the chair is resting.”
“It’s not my place to discuss your mother.”
“You’re the one who mentioned her in the first place,” Harry said. “I believe I have a right to know why.”
“No,” said Mrs Hemingway. “You do not.”
Harry moved a little closer, almost threatening. “I can’t imagine you’re keeping it from me to protect my feelings, Mrs Hemingway. So either it was simply a vicious turn of phrase intended to hurt, or it’s a secret you should not have let slip.
“So which is it?”
Their tutor hesitated and then blurted out. “Your mother is a painter.”
Harry blinked. “Is that all?”
“Of the Impressionist movement.”
Harry was fairly sure they had not covered anything of the recent Impressionist movement when Mrs Hemingway had attempted to instill some art appreciation into them. As usual Sellie had lapped it up. Harry did not dislike the pictures but couldn’t see why they had to be classified or, more particularly, why she had to know the difference.
Harry shook her head.
“The Impressionists are libertines and women of loose morals.”
“So you’re saying I have loose morals?”
“I did not say that.”
“Yes, you did,” said Harry. “You said I was as bad as my mother. Clearly the badness you see in her is that she is an Impressionist painter and therefore a woman of loose morals. So you’re saying I must be too.”
For the first time Harry noticed a strain in the woman’s face.
“I didn’t mean it,” she said.
“I think you did,” said Harry. “I am not a lady by your rules. I won’t sit and do needlework or play the piano and sing. I have a metal bird and I’m free to travel where I choose. I dance unchaperoned with soldiers. My sister is black. And I have a mother with loose morals.”
Harry paused for breath. Every word seemed to make Mrs Hemingway shrink.
“I am everything you are not,” she said. “And I will never fit the mould you have created for me.”
Harry felt the tears running down her cheeks and her sight blurred. Mrs Hemingway produced a kerchief and handed it to her. “You can be if you try,” she said.
Harry sniffed. “I’m not crying for me,” she said. “I’m crying for you.”
The older woman looked as if she might break. Harry sighed, wiped her eyes once more and handed back the kerchief. She stood up and looked around the small cabin. The two majors were in the back by the furnace. Lt Cmdr Laxton was standing by the hatch, looking at her with concern.
Sellie was forward by the rail; her deep brown eyes also shone with tears. There was no way she could have heard the quiet conversation above the noises of the Pegasus but she and Harry were sisters, and Sellie knew something important had happened.
Harry gave a slight shake of her head to Sellie’s questioning look.
The cabin seemed smaller as if Harry had grown, as if somehow she had become taller.
Where before Lt Cmdr Laxton was a figure of high authority, she now saw him as someone who could get her what she wanted—when she had determined what, exactly, that was.
Harry took three steps and leaned on the rail beside Sellie. She looked out and down.
They were still over green, but in the distance the horizon had taken on a yellow/brown hue.
The desert was approaching.
“You should rest more,” said Laxton.
“This is enough,” said Harry.
Laxton did not press the point.
For a long time the desert colour remained on the horizon. But then it began to approach, with the appearance of a physical line between green and yellow. And they rushed across it.
The meandering Nile cut a groove in its wide flood plain filled with green, but beyond that winding strip there was nothing but sand and rocks. Through it all the man-made tube ran straight as if God himself had laid out a celestial ruler and drawn a line across the landscape.
“I’ll take the helm,” said Harry. Even she noticed the difference in her tone. It was not the parade ground demand of the military men, but it was a voice that brooked no disagreement.
Harry had no idea where it had come from, but it was part of her now. She glanced at Sellie, who raised an eyebrow and sported a slight smile.
Keating locked off the controls and climbed out of the chair. Harry slipped in and replaced him. In a smooth motion she unlocked the wings, opened the throttle and angled the ship towards the tube.
There were still the pumping stations but no more trees. The land here was intensely flat.
The shadow of the tube, cast by the dying sun stretched out across the landscape. They passed over tiny groups of mud huts that could barely even be called villages. Small fishing boats with triangular sails skittered across the surface of the widening river.
From the edge of the desert to Khartoum was barely one hundred miles. The city came into view half an hour after she had taken her seat. But the sun had already gone down and, true to her promise, Harry had climbed to one thousand feet and reduced speed.
An air-dock came into sight to the south of the city. The dock itself was an intense grouping of lights, while the city beyond was partially electrified and had street lights that burned with a curious constancy.
Harry put the Pegasus into a wide turn around the dock, which carried them over the terminus of the atmospheric tube and the beginning of the old fashioned rails.
Tiny flashes of light caught her eye. “What’s that?” she said pointing down.
She felt rather than saw Keating come to the rail. Something erupted in a ball of fire.
Harry back-winged and brought the ship to a near stand-still in the air. She used her knee to push the throttle up to full power as she kept the ship in the air.
Sputtering lights created a flashing display as the sound of the explosion rolled over them.
Keating shouted over his shoulder. “Weapons fire at the terminus.”
Harry had to adjust for the change in weight as everyone on the vessel moved to the rail at the front. The nose tilted down, and she had to veer off to gain some speed to stay aloft.
When she brought the ship round again, a line of lights was moving off towards the north.
“They must have taken the train,” shouted Harry. “Plan B!”
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Harry increased power to the propeller and tilted the nose down.
“What is Plan B, Miss Edgbaston?” It was Laxton, he seemed remarkably calm.
“I have no idea.”
“She just piles in and does her … thing,” said Sellie. “That’s Plan B.”
“And how often does this work?” his voice held an irritating tone of amusement.
Sellie paused and then replied. “Every time, actually.”
“If they haven’t seen us, then we have the element of surprise,” Harry said. “If they have we can’t give them time to get organised.”
“What of the hostages?”
“They won’t hurt them,” said Harry. She tried to think objectively but the idea of her father with that man’s gun on him was upsetting. “They need them for bargaining.”
Laxton said nothing for a few moments.
“Sir?”
“Keating?”
“Up ahead, sir.”
Harry looked forward into the night. The sky was clear and the moon up, turning the desert silver. At least a certain distance, then the horizon became blurred. Without warning the Pegasus dropped away from under them, what little weight they had became nothing. Mrs Hemingway screamed.
“Air pocket!” shouted Harry, not entirely sure who she was trying to calm. The controls were unresponsive but then, as if they had fallen into water, they were pushed down into the deck and wings had something to beat against.
The ground was considerably nearer than it had been.
The railway lines gleamed in the moonlight. The fuzziness on the horizon had not gone away.
“Sandstorm,” said Keating. “Not good.”
“You’re telling me,” said Sellie. “We have to land, Harry, preferably inside something, a cave maybe? Or we go over it.”
“They can last for days,” said Keating.
“Right,” said Harry. “We’re going in.”
She pushed the throttle all the way forward. A side wind buffeted them, and she compensated. Then she headed down to the metal railway lines.
She did not see the men behind her gripping the rail all the more tightly as the ground came up to meet them. She adjusted the wings and the Pegasus swooped into perfect alignment with the parallel lines of metal, less than a dozen feet above it. No one spoke.
The air seemed a little calmer close to the ground, but even here gusts knocked the vessel to one side or the other at random.
Harry focused on the rails, not looking ahead. “How far to the train and the storm?”
“Two minutes for both,” said Keating. “What are you going to do, Harry?”
“You don’t want to know,” she said, failing to notice him switching to her nickname.
“But you boys need to be ready.”
“Shall I open the hatch?” asked Sellie.
“Not yet,” said Harry. “Last moment, all right?”
“I’ll be ready,” Sellie said. “Majors? I’ll need your help.”
The blur on the horizon was growing fast, occupying more of the sky. Smoke from the train’s engine scudded past them. They were going too fast but Harry did not want to slow down. Once they were in the storm they might lose the train, or the sand would bring them down.
“Come on, baby,” Harry muttered.
Then it all happened at once. They were so close to the storm they could see the sand swirling in the moonlight. The train which had been in the distance seem to leap at them.
There was a risk, she knew, it might be that her father or the admiral were in the last carriage that was rushing towards them. But she thought they would try to keep everyone together in a group near the engine.
The hull hissed as grains of sand blasted against it. The final train carriage burst out of the dark at them. Harry killed the propeller’s power, pulled up and back-winged hard. The Pegasus lifted over the carriage as the train’s engine vanished into the swirling storm.
A blast of air ripped through the cabin as the hatch was forced open against the wind.
The end of the train slipped beneath them as all light was blotted out by the sand storm.
Harry flipped off the Faraday. With its full weight, the Pegasus slammed down through the roof of the carriage. The passengers were thrown to the side as the ship lurched. Harry switched the Faraday back on and the air was filled with drifting sand that slowly made its way towards the ground.
A curious feeling of rhythmic movement transferred through the floor and into her body. Harry had never travelled on an old style train before. The regular pattern was not unpleasant. But there was nothing to see; they were in pitch darkness.
“Is everyone all right?” she called. Sounds of assent answered her, including an angry mutter from Mrs Hemingway. There was a flash of light outside and deafening thunder pounded their ears.
A dim glow filled the cabin as Khuwelsa lit one of the oil lamps.
“If we’re lucky they might not have noticed,” said Sellie.
“How could they possibly not?” said Keating.
“Their attention will have been on the storm. Listen to that.” She waved her hand at the roaring and constant sighing of sand. “If they didn’t see us, they would attribute any movement to the storm, and the noise likewise.”
Keating nodded. “No one is shooting at us.”
“Besides,” said Sellie. “Who would land a plane on a train?”
Her comment elicited a smile from everyone except the commander and Mrs Hemingway.
Harry got out of the chair and rummaged in the chest behind it. She pulled out two electric torches. “They only have about half an hour of power,” she said, handing one to Keating.
“We’ll take it from here,” said Laxton.
“You mean you don’t want us to come?”
“More than that, I forbid it. Both you and your sister, Miss Edgbaston.”
“We’re coming,” said Sellie. “That’s our father.”
“And I cannot possibly allow two young ladies to enter such a dangerous situation.”
Harry looked at him, straight in the eye. “You’re joking.”
“If I gave the impression of humour then I must be more careful,” said Laxton.
“You know what we’ve done before?”
“I don’t believe I have read any reports,” he said. “Apart from those sensationalised news items.”
“We brought down four Zeppelins in one fight, and they had an escort of fighters,” said Harry angrily. “In this!” She gestured at the Pegasus. “Not to mention destroying that giant flyer in Lake Victoria, in a thunderstorm.”
“Yes, well,” said Laxton. “This is entirely different. Here we have soldiers with guns.”
The question as to whether they had been seen was answered moments later as the hull echoed to the sound of ricocheting bullets and one of the panes of the wind screen cracked.
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The military men swung into action without a word. Keating grabbed Harry and Mrs Hemingway by the arm and pulled them to the engineering section, gathering up Sellie on the way.
Laxton and the majors went to the door. While one provided covering fire the other two squirmed their way out into the swirling wind and sand. They went up and over the fuselage. It was difficult to tell what was happening but whoever had been shooting at them ceased to do so.
Whether he had been killed or had retreated was unclear.
Keating stood with his hands akimbo facing them. “Please do not leave the ship. I appreciate that you have accomplished astonishing feats for a pair of young girls, but it would be a terrible shame to lose you when you have so much to offer in the future.”
“I am not afraid of dying, lieutenant,” said Harry. Sellie gave her a speak for yourself look.
“There are worse things than dying, Miss Edgbaston,” he said. “Living when someone you love is gone, for example. We are not alone in this world; we have people we would miss, and those who would mourn our passing. You cannot ignore them.”
Harry frowned, but nodded.
Keating smiled, then stepped back and saluted them.
“Stay in the ship.”
Then he was gone.

Hauptman Gerhardt sipped his glass of brandy. It was not a good brandy, just one from the kitchen. He was reasonably content. The whole situation was difficult, but he knew he had made the best of it.
Ever since that morning in Zanzibar when he had caught the girl trying to escape, only to have her ripped from his grasp by the damnable Schwarze. Ever since then he had vowed he would get his revenge on her.
Her deeds after that and the fact she had boasted to the world about them only intensified his resolve. The train was buffeted by the wind as they rattled along the track. It was slow but once they were on board he was more relaxed.
The father and the admiral sat further down the carriage. As it was much easier to jump from one of these trains than the one in the tube, he kept them tied up. He had lost another two men at Khartoum, which was unfortunate. However they had surprised the British by their arrival and were able to take control of this machine.
They had destroyed the telegraph office, so there would be no communicating with Aswan. Though perhaps it would be better to stop short of the town and leave the train. He would think more on that later.
With only six men remaining, he had stationed two with the train drivers and two in the rear carriages, and the others were with him here.
Thunder from the lightning inside the sand storm boomed through the carriage and disturbed his concentration. The oil lights juddered and swung above them as the train shifted and rocked.
There was a sharp crack behind him. He jerked his head round as the door burst open with a swirl of wind and sand, and one of his men staggered through. There was another crack and he collapsed. His blood spread across the floor.
Gerhardt tried to up-end his table, but it was screwed to the floor. There was movement in the dark beyond the door. There were gunshots from behind him as his men fired past him.
Gerhardt drew his pistol and moved back along the train.
He grabbed Edgbaston and pulled him to his feet. A bullet splintered the wall near his head. Gerhardt pulled Edgbaston round as a barrier, holding him in place, then pointed the gun at the admiral. “Get up.”
The admiral looked him in the eye and shook his head. Instead he slipped to the floor and lay along it. Gerhardt growled. He desperately wanted to shoot the man but his ammunition was limited. Instead, he kicked the admiral in the head as hard as he could, slamming it against the wooden wall.
The admiral’s tense body slumped into relaxation.
Gerhardt pulled Edgbaston back further, until he moved past his men. The British took that moment to advance through the door and take cover behind the partition walls. But they were not firing.
“Preserve your ammunition,” Gerhardt said quietly then retreated towards the rear of the carriage. He kept Edgbaston as a barrier but concentrated on the rear. There was no way of knowing how many they were, though he was fairly sure the two that had come in were from the group at the house—which implied there might only be those.
There was only one way they could have caught up. The girls and their plane. They must have dropped them onto the train before it entered the sandstorm. It would be a happy day if that act had resulted in their deaths.
The rear door opened. Gerhardt held his fire; he wanted a clear shot. With both doors open to the elements, the wind ripped through carrying a stream of sand with it. The door opened wide and a man threw himself through it. Gerhardt fired but the bullet lodged in the door frame as the fellow disappeared. The wind changed direction and the door slammed shut.
The storm was getting worse and the carriage rocked with frightening ferocity. It sounded as if the sand would tear away the ceiling and walls. Perhaps he should order them to stop the train. But that was no longer possible.
The new fellow at the rear popped out his head and Gerhardt took a shot at him. He missed again. Still, having Edgbaston prevented them from firing.
“To fight is foolish,” he shouted in English. “You want your men and we simply wish to leave.”
“It’s not that simple any more, Gerhardt,” said the Englishman. “You have kidnapped an official representatives of Her Majesty’s government, never mind waging war on her subjects. We cannot allow you to leave.”
“Then we are at an impasse,” called Gerhardt.
The train carriage lurched and tilted. As he tried to stay hidden, Gerhardt lost his grip on Edgbaston, who fell against the opposite wall. There was a shriek of metal and a crash. The entire rear wall of the carriage ripped away leaving tattered edges. Wind-driven sand swirled through the gap. Gerhardt threw up his hands to cover his eyes as something huge and metallic lurched forward and crashed into the carriage.
From behind the glass windows of the Pegasus the red-haired girl glared out, her entire focus on him.
Gerhardt dropped his hand from his eyes and squinted against the driven sand. How was this possible?
The girl and her vessel. Here. On the train? She was going to kill him, he knew it. He jumped across to where Edgbaston had fallen and pulled him to his feet. A wing from the ship slammed down in front of him, piercing the wooden planks and twisting them. Then it ripped upwards, tearing away the roof.
He pulled the girl’s father in front of him and pointed the gun at the man’s head. Still holding the ace, he fixed the girl with a glare of his own. She met his gaze with one equally stony.
The wing that had taken away the ceiling slowly folded back. Not into the body, but back into a position with its end feathers touching the shifting and rocking floor of the carriage.
Gerhardt could see the other girl, the Schwarze, standing beside the pilot. She was saying something. On the other side was a woman he did not recognise. The one they had rescued from the collapsing house? She too was talking at the girl, in her other ear. They would be telling her to control herself. That if she did anything then her father would die and it would be her fault.
Gerhardt slowly smiled. He would win this after all.
At that moment there was a movement from the man who had come through before.
His gun appeared. Gerhardt took a quick shot in his direction.
The last thing he remembered was the iron wing flicking up at him impossibly fast. And the pain.
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With the Pegasus’s Faraday switched on, the crane at Luxor station did not have any difficulty lifting the vessel from the broken train. The ship swung precariously as Sellie wrung her hands.
She had insisted the foreman check the mounting points three times before she was satisfied.
A crew of naval engineers was waiting to go through every movable part of the ship and clear out any sand that had got into the works. She had to trust them because they worked in this environment all the time and knew what to look for. Still, she would check every seam and every joint after they had finished.
She also wanted to finish the job she had started with the extra Faraday grids.
Harry, their father, and Mrs Hemingway had all gone to the hotel. Dad needed to get some sleep, a good clean, and a change of clothes. Sellie had had a long discussion with Harry about it and they decided that Sellie should stay with the Pegasus while Harry went with him.
It had been a decision between them, and it was the right one, but Sellie could not help but feel she was being left out. The crane lurched and Sellie shouted at the foreman.

Harry got changed into proper clothes. She had never thought she would be so glad to put on layers of petticoats. Mrs Hemingway had helped her but this was a different woman to the one they had known half their lives. She did not boss Harry around, she asked and made suggestions—every one of which Harry agreed to.
She had slept on the train and had not been through the same ordeal as her father. She was tired, but not exhausted.
She glanced out the window. The train had emerged from the sandstorm after three hours and it had taken until the next morning for them to arrive in Luxor, though they had stopped briefly in Aswan and a message had been sent ahead.
A boy knocked at the door of their suite—provided by the British government—and handed them a card. Mrs Hemingway glanced at it and then passed it to Harry. She smiled on seeing it was from Lt Cmdr Laxton.
With Mrs Hemingway as chaperone, she made her way to the lobby where they were shown into a large room with wide and open windows. Both Laxton and Lt Keating were there, wearing clean and smart uniforms they must have acquired from somewhere, and there was another man, a bureaucrat by his suit and an important one by his bearing.
“Miss Edgbaston, Mrs Hemingway,” began Laxton, “may I introduce His Excellency, Lord Walton. Her Majesty’s Ambassador to Egypt.”
Harry curtsied as well as she could remember. An ambassador was the monarch’s direct representative and thereby deserved almost as much respect. She wondered how surprised Mrs Hemingway was by her manners—though there was the possibility she had got it all wrong and any surprise might be embarrassment.
None of the men reacted so she assumed she had got it right. The ambassador held out his hand and helped her to her feet.
“Miss Edgbaston, I have heard a great deal about you.” His voice was deep and comfortable, like a feather bed, though Harry noticed there was nothing soft about his grip.
“Thank you, Your Excellency,” she said.
“Not all of it was good,” he added.
“I’m sorry.”
“But, on balance, it was positive.”
“Thank you.”
The ambassador pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at it. “I’m afraid I do not have much time, Miss Edgbaston, as I have a meeting with the German ambassador directly.”
“He’s in Luxor, too?”
“You are in the middle of an international incident, Miss Edgbaston.” His voice carried the tone of someone who was not at all pleased with the situation. “It’s just as well you did not kill Hauptman Gerhardt.”
“It was an accident.”
“I somehow find that hard to believe.”
“No, I mean ‘not killing him’ was an accident,” she said. “I was aiming for his head.”
The ambassador hesitated. “I see. Well, I believe I will not relay that part of the story. At least, not officially. But I wanted to meet with you to see what sort of a girl Miss Harriet Edgbaston is before I spoke with him.”
“Am I what you expected, sir?”
“Truthfully? Not in the least.”
The ambassador took his leave and Lt Keating left with him, shutting the door behind them.
“It’s been a pleasure, Miss Edgbaston,” said Laxton and held out his hand. Harry took it, though she was surprised.
“Really?”
“Except the part where you almost killed me ripping out the wall.”
“Sorry.”
“No harm done,” he said. “The navy will ensure that your bird is ready to fly again as soon as possible, and you can go home.”
Harry pulled a face. “I don’t have a home anymore.”
Laxton grunted. “Oh yes, and I have this for you.” He reached into an inner pocket and pulled out two envelopes. He glanced at them and handed one to Harry. “And this one is for your sister.” The second had Khuwelsa’s name written out in full. Each envelope bulged slightly in one place.
“Thank you.”
He smiled. “You can open it now.”
Harry passed Sellie’s envelope to Mrs Hemingway then ran her thumb up hers and tore it open. There was a letter with the Royal Navy seal at the top. It was an official acknowledgement for rescuing the admiral and her father. And a metal badge. Two wings mounted on the rectangle of the Royal Ensign, the official insignia of the Royal Navy Aerial Fleet.
“We do not hand out badges like sweets, Miss Edgbaston,” he said. “These are to signify that you have the genuine gratitude of Her Majesty and the Senior Service. If you or your sister should ever wish to become a part of it we will endeavour to find you a place.”
He and Lt Keating saluted and left.
Harry turned the badge over in her hands. There were no women in the Royal Navy.
Perhaps she and Sellie could be the first.
~ end ~



What to read next




 

Frozen Beauty #1: The Chinese Vase

 
 

Join my New Releases mailing list

 to receive notification when I launch the next book. 
 

Join New Releases mailing list


 
 

Or: Sign-up for my fortnightly newsletter

 with author interviews, items of general interest 
 and ongoing information about my writing (and 
 new release information, of course). 
 

Sign-up for the Voidships Newsletter


 



About the author


Steve Turnbull has been a geek and a nerd longer than those words have had their modern meaning.
Born in the heart of London to book-loving working class parents in 1958, he lived with his parents and two much older sisters lived in two rooms with gas lighting and no hot water. In his fifth year, a change in his father's fortunes took them out to a detached house in the suburbs. That was the year Dr Who first aired on British TV and Steve watched it avidly from behind the sofa. It was the beginning of his love of science fiction.
Academically Steve always went for the science side but he also had his imagination and that took him everywhere. He read through his local library's entire science fiction and fantasy selection, plus his father's 1950s Astounding Science Fiction magazines. As he got older he also ate his way through TV SF like Star Trek, Dr Who and Blake's 7.
However it was when he was 15 he discovered something new. Bored with a Maths lesson he noticed a book from the school library: Cider with Rosie by Laurie Lee. From the first page he was captivated by the Beauty of the language. As a result he wrote a story longhand and then spent evenings at home on his father's electric typewriter pounding out a second draft, expanding it. Then he wrote a second book. After that he switched to poetry and turned out dozens, mostly not involving teenage angst.
After receiving excellent science and maths results he went on to study Computer Science. There he teamed up with another student and they wrote songs for their band - Steve writing the lyrics. Though they admit their best song was the other way around, with Steve writing the music.
After graduation Steve moved into contract programming but was snapped up a couple of years later by a computer magazine looking for someone with technical knowledge. It was in the magazine industry that Steve learned how to write to length, to deadline and to style. Within a couple of years he was editor and stayed there for many years.
During that time he married Pam (who also became a magazine editor) who he'd met at a student party.
Though he continued to write poetry all prose work stopped. He created his own magazine publishing company which at one point produced the subscription magazine for the Robot Wars TV show. The company evolved into a design agency but after six years of working very hard and not seeing his family—now including a daughter and son—he gave it all up.
He spent a year working on miscellaneous projects including writing 300 pages for a website until he started back where he had begun, contract programming.
With security and success on the job front, the writing began again. This time it was scriptwriting: features scripts, TV scripts and radio scripts. During this time he met a director Chris Payne, who wanted to create steampunk stories and between them they created the Voidships universe, a place very similar to ours but with specific scientific changes.
With a whole universe to play with Steve wrote a web series, a feature film and then books all in the same Steampunk world and, behind the scenes, all connected.
Join the mailing list at http://bit.ly/voidships


cover.jpeg
(9:; D
o f’@ Vs ?egdéda H5! 6/\
5 bySteve Turnbull {
(G G
)a @\





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





