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Qi Zang tightened the belt of the heavy, too-large coat wrapped around her slim frame. There was no point spending money on one that fitted when it performed its function sufficiently well. Besides, she only required it when inspecting the cargo. She rotated the electric knob protruding from the wall, her fingertips only just peeking from the sleeve, and the lights scattered around the hold reluctantly lit up. Many were not working at all, and they had a higher priority than coats. 

She scraped the frost from the wall-mounted thermometer. The reading was two degrees above freezing. Just as well they would make port today. She descended the wooden spiral staircase from the gallery into the cargo area. Her breath condensed in white clouds that did not dissipate but hung and swirled as she stepped through them.

She pulled leather gauntlets from a coat pocket and wriggled her hands into them. The hand rail was encrusted with an ice layer from the days it had taken to cross the Himalayas and come down to the northern Indian plain on the way to Delhi.

Twice daily she checked the cargo to ensure the stacked blocks of ice were lashed down firmly, and that any melt water hadn’t refrozen and clogged the outlets. A small ship like the Frozen Beauty didn’t have crew to spare. As captain she was responsible for the cargo, whether it was the ice bound for the houses of the westerners and for meat storage or—she glanced towards the far end of the hold—any of the other cargo.

It hadn’t been a bad run this time, though autumn was best. Even while it was still summer here at low altitudes they could head up into Tibet, avoiding the trigger-happy Chinese soldiers in their forts, just as the ice was freezing on the lakes. They could have a profitable journey in less than three weeks. And still get back for one or two further trips.

Other times of the year they might be able to get the ice, but it was harder to cut in winter and harder to find in summer so they supplemented their income in other ways. Contracting to carry ice for one of the big companies would barely cover their costs. Independent ships had to make other arrangements for the leaner parts of the year.

She began her survey of the cargo by systematically criss-crossing the gangplanks, twanging each line in turn. She found a slack one and spent a couple of minutes retying it before moving on. The lines towards the stern frequently came loose as they were directly beneath the furnace and boiler.

None of the other lines needed her attention. Ending her survey at the forward end of the hold, she flipped off the lights and put her shoulder into getting the door open. On the third shove, the ice of accumulated hours shattered with a resounding crack. Warm air flowed past her; she went through and slammed the door. Ice was sold by weight. The less they lost the better they were paid.

* * * * *
[image: image]

Second-in-command, Dingbang Hsieh, was at the wheel as Qi pushed the door to the hold shut. He turned and smiled as she entered, then went back to watching the undulating green terrain a few hundred feet below them.

“Anything to report?”

“No bad weather. Easterly wind at ten knots.”

They used English for the sake of the rest of the crew; it was the only language they all had in common. All except Ichiro, who could only talk with his hands. She looked out to starboard and saw another “ice bucket” flying down from the frozen Tibetan lakes. Its hydrogen gas bag undulated beneath its streamlining silk envelope, its rotors were a blur and it poured smoke from its single stack.

Qi stripped off the gloves, stuffed them into the coat’s pockets, and hung it behind the door ready for her return trip later. They should have made it to Delhi by midday, but the strong headwind they had been experiencing had delayed them. If they arrived too late the cargo would not get unloaded until the morning which meant less profit.

She took the binoculars from their hook by the window and scanned the other ship. It was on the same heading, but with a slight lead.

“It’s the Jackanape,” said Ding without turning. Captain Klein was another independent so he and Zang would be vying to get their cargo unloaded and sold. His Australian-built ship carried less but was more streamlined, which meant it was faster—especially in this headwind.

“Otto?”

The tall, blond German boy looked up from the chart table. It had taken weeks of training to stop him from coming to attention and saluting at the slightest provocation. She did not recall ever seeing him smile, but she could be accused of the same.

“Captain, we are on course. I have calculated our arrival to be 17:00 hours.”

“How many degrees off our heading is the wind?

“10 degrees to the south, Captain.”

She considered for a moment. The port at Delhi was southwest of the city. “Recalculate for a new heading directly into the wind to take us past Delhi and then turning with the wind behind us.”

“Aye, Captain.”

He turned away and sat at the Babbage in the corner. He pulled out a stack of fresh cards from the small cupboard, along with the hole punch. She shook her head. In the hands of a clever computationer, these Babbages were almost magic. Of course theirs had not been made by the Babbage Corporation, who supplied the British exclusively and received funding for developments. Like the rest of the Beauty, the computing machine had been built in Shanghai, a copy built from British patents.

She went to the helm and stood beside Ding. She had known him all her life; he had been first mate to her father before her. His presence was comforting but not like a father’s: more like a mother’s.

“I’ll take her now.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Ding stepped away from the helm but kept a hand on it; she stepped into his place and placed both hands on the wheel. Ding crossed his arms and stood beside her, watching the terrain. The green of Uttar Pradesh stretched out ahead of them, sprinkled with trees, fields, and villages. 

Ding had been at the helm since shortly before daybreak. Flying at night, or even early morning, in the mountains was not recommended but they could not waste what little light they had.

Behind her, the Babbage hissed as Otto opened the steam valve. The cogs turned and its clattering filled the room. They would have the answer in a few minutes, assuming Otto had not made a mistake. They would have to gain more altitude over the high plains. Only the big British ships flew at high altitude when given a choice. For everyone else bad weather was always a risk, and thunderstorms terrified captains with hydrogen-lift vessels; ordinary traders couldn’t afford to buy the Americans’ helium.

But the Beauty did not rely on dangerous hydrogen to supplement the partial gravity nullification of the Faraday device. Qi pulled the communication funnel from the wall, extracted the whistle mouthpiece and blew hard. A moment’s delay stretched to several. She blew again.

“Oui?” The voice, piped from two decks above, came as a tinny squeak. Remy Darras could not be persuaded to indulge in any shipboard etiquette. After all—as he would say whenever given the opportunity—he was an artist, not a sailor, descended from the Montgolfier Brothers. She had not yet queried how he could be descended from both of them.

“Can we make five thousand feet, Monsieur Darras?”

“Certainement. We can make fifteen thousand if you desire.”

“Five will be quite sufficient, if you please.”

“As you wish, Madame Captain.” She passed the tube to Ding, who replaced the whistle and hung it back in its place.

“Captain?”

“Yes, Otto.”

“I believe we may gain thirty minutes.”

“Very good. Can you recalculate this every hour?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Qi smiled. There was a surge and a gentle pressure into the floor as the Beauty climbed. In her mind’s eye she could see the seven hot-air balloons expanding as the super-heated steam pipes fed them more heat. The ground slipped away.

Hand over hand, she delicately pulled the helm to port. On the hull the steering rotors adjusted their direction and the Beauty responded. The world before her swung to the right; as the compass showed eight degrees of change she gently re-centred it. She looked out to starboard and watched the Jackanape disappearing into the distance and below them. Smiling, she ran her fingers across the helm, worn smooth by years of love.

We are not scared of heights, are we, Beauty?
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Fanning did not know what was wrong with her. She knew there was a time when she had been perfectly well, but she couldn’t remember when that was. To be fair, it was not she who thought there was something wrong; it was everybody else.

She strode through the shopping district, pulling stares from all the very proper ladies and gentlemen. She was aware that her clothes were the reason, but once again she could not fully understand why. The trousers and shirt were clean if a little old, and her boots were polished to a shine that would honour any army officer. Quite why that attracted such disapproval, she could not fathom.

She found the jewellery shop easily enough and pushed open the door. The small bell tinkled and alerted the proprietor who rose from his chair behind the counter. He was tall and dressed in a sort of black robe. The place was full of shadows; the only illumination came from the electric lights in the display cases. And each case contained finely wrought Indian silver bracelets, watches, and other jewellery. She particularly noted the eye-catching silver cuff-links with the pattern of tiny diamonds set into their surface.

“What do you want, boy?”

She pulled a small package from her pocket. “Delivery from Mrs Devonshire.”

The man grunted and held out his hand. Fanning set the carefully wrapped package, hardly bigger than a snuff box, on the shopkeeper’s open palm. The Chinaman pulled off the string, and unfolded the plain paper. Inside was a layer of cotton wool protecting a pair of pearl earrings in simple gold settings.

“Mrs Devonshire, is it?” He looked at her with his head to one side. The name Devonshire was used to protect the identity of the seller. “How do I know you didn’t steal them?”

She met his eye. “Would I have wrapped them? In cotton wool?”

He sniffed and looked back at the earrings. “Two pounds.”

“I’ll have them back and go elsewhere.” She put out her hand.

“And ten shillings.”

“Mrs Devonshire said I should come back with at least ten pounds.”

He gave a short coughing laugh. “Mrs Devonshire’s new to this game, is she? I’m stealing from my own mother but I’ll give you three pounds.”

“Mrs Devonshire was very firm about this. Seven.”

“Three pound ten. They’re slightly worn and that’s not best quality gold.”

“Six. Those pearls are perfect.”

“Four. And I’ll be making a loss.”

“Stealing from yourself ranks worse than stealing from your mother, old man? Five pound ten.”

“I’ll ask you to keep a civil tongue in your head, boy. I won’t pay more than four. That’s my final offer. Mrs Devonshire had better like it.”

“Mrs Devonshire’s husband’s got no horse sense, if you catch my drift, and there’ll be more of this coming your way, if I’m not much mistaken. If the price is right.”

He stared into her face and frowned. “You’re not a boy.”

“I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head, sir. Four pound ten.”

“Done.”

They shook hands.

* * * * *
[image: image]

The bungalows of the British elite were located on a hill in the north of the city. They were ranged around the slope with their frontages faced south while the main living areas faced north, towards the mountains, so the sun made less of an impression.

The residential houses reminded Fanning of home in a way the British municipal buildings did not. The wood bungalows with their wide balconies were raised off the ground to allow cooling air to circulate beneath. Back in Louisiana the style may have been different but the purpose was the same.

She found the house, went around back and knocked on the kitchen door.

It was opened by a young Indian maid who recognised her and let her in. Here they had Indians where back home they had blacks. Those in power always trod on someone to keep themselves out the swamp.

There was a few minutes’ wait while the mistress was informed of Fanning’s arrival. She took the opportunity to partake of some bread. The cook did not object, but when her back was turned Fanning pocketed a few more fresh rolls.

The maid returned and escorted her through to a living room with some very good quality but worn furniture. The lady stood by the fireplace. It was laid for a fire but unlit, and would probably stay like that most of the year. Mrs Cameron was probably in her late twenties but she looked much older: the price of a wastrel husband.

“Miss Fanning,” the lady said.

She hated it when they referred to her as a girl even though she understood on one level that was how she looked. Regardless, it was important to remain polite with one’s clients. “Just ‘Fanning’, if you please, Mrs Cameron.”

“I’m sorry, I forgot.” She sighed delicately and turned to face Fanning. “You managed to...”—she searched for an appropriate word—“conduct the business?”

“Certainly, ma’am.” Fanning reached into her pocket, withdrew four pound notes and handed them over. The lady counted them.

“So little,” she sighed again and extracted one of the notes, offering it back.

“No, ma’am. I have already taken my tithe.” She displayed the four half-crowns before shoving them back into her pocket. Mrs Cameron nodded sadly and tucked the notes into her bodice. “I know it ain’t my place, Mrs Cameron. But maybe you should ditch that husband of yours.”

The lady had a pretty smile when she wore it; that probably didn’t happen too often. “And where would I go? How would I live?”

“Seems to me there’s not much that could be worse than selling your precious things, just because your husband always backs the slowest ponies.” Fanning took a step forward and grasped the woman’s hand. She did not pull away. “You say the word, Mrs Cameron, and I will carry you away from this.”

“You are very kind, but it cannot be.”

Fanning bowed and lifted her fingers to her lips. “You know where to find me if you need another transaction, or another life.”

And with that Fanning turned and left.
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At five thousand feet the view from the open deck was majestic. To the north, the Himalayas highlighted the horizon with a band of brilliant white. The flood plain was a green swathe interrupted by the thick smog of Delhi that streamed away east in the wind. To the south lay the mountains of Rajasthan. The ship had passed equidistant between Delhi and Jaipur twenty-five minutes earlier and was due for the turn.

Qi had been correct. By turning into the wind the ship offered less resistance and could thus travel faster. In addition they did not have to waste steam compensating for wind-drift. Now they would turn into Delhi with the wind behind them for extra speed.

It was only four in the afternoon with Delhi only twenty minutes away.

She spun the helm and the steering rotors twisted, forcing the prow of the Beauty through a rapid one-hundred-and-twenty-degree turn. She whistled Remy again.

“Mon dieu, Madame Captain, I almost spilled my cognac.”

“Monsieur Darras, we are twenty minutes from Delhi. I require the best exertion of your art.”

“You wish me to vent hot air such that we descend in a smooth line and touchdown exactly as we reach Delhi?”

“We are of a mind, Monsieur Darras.”

“Very good, Captain, it will be as you desire.”

The smooth descent went as planned. Remy Darras might be a terrible liar but his skill in managing the ship’s buoyancy was undeniable. The landscape dropped away beneath them as they descended from the high plateau into the wide fertile lands that ran the length of the foothills below the Himalayas.

Ahead of them ragged streams of chimney smoke streamed away east across the city. The sun hung mid-way down the western sky, casting shadows that accentuated the tall central buildings.

Ding had gone up to the open deck. The communication tube from the lookout post whistled. Qi lifted it from its socket and pressed it to her ear

“Jackanape sighted,” Ding shouted above the wind noise. “Forty-five degrees to starboard.”

The angle was too great for her to see without leaving her post. She moved the end of the tube to her mouth. “How far?”

“We arrive before them,” came his reply.

They were about five miles out when the air-dock became visible: a rectangular field of close-cropped grass dotted with groups of buildings. The ice warehouses were in the northeast corner, and a group of Bainbridge ships were docked around their own storage buildings. A couple of independent ice buckets were docked near the general trade warehouses; there was no activity, which meant the workers could start unloading as soon as Beauty made dock.

Qi did not expect the perfection Remy had promised, but he was close. They were at two hundred feet by the altimeter and half a mile out when she disengaged the power to the main propeller and their forward velocity dropped. The easterly wind kept pushing the ship off course. Qi adjusted the thrusters to compensate for the drift and keep their heading true.

A team of five dock workers emerged from the customs building and grouped around a mooring pier close to the other landed ships. Qi adjusted her course and the four thruster power levers. The Beauty drifted smoothly into position. But it wasn’t the ship’s speed that was the problem: it was the tonnage of ice in the hold. Misjudge the approach and the Beauty would be smashed to pieces as the cargo met the brick building. The sooner she could get Beauty on the ground the better.

She saw the forward lines drop down, thrown out by Ding and Ichiro. She was now so close all she could see was the pier. The two forward lines went taut as the workers below caught hold. She reduced power further until the thrusters were just compensating for the wind. Up on top deck she knew Remy would be closing off the valves that allowed the super-heated steam from the boilers into the array of pipes that ran up into the balloon envelopes.

The Beauty came to a halt a couple of yards from the mooring pier. The pier seemed to be rising as the ship sank to the ground. The head of a man came into view followed by the rest of him, like a ship coming over the horizon: an Indian in dungarees, the uniform of the dockers.

There was a gentle jolt as the ship settled onto the grass. Qi cut the power to the thrusters and stepped away. She turned to Otto who had his hand on a large red button set into the wall. “Give them a blast, Otto.”

He grinned. “Ja, Captain.” He pushed the palm of his hand against the button and a klaxon roared, filling the ship. She glanced at the chronometer, which ticked five seconds.

“Again.” The noise blasted out

Another five seconds. “Once more.” He pressed the button and the klaxon roared again. Qi stepped across to a lever and gripped it with both hands. The final five seconds passed and she threw the switch that disengaged the Faraday device.

Even though she was ready for it, she staggered as the weight of every object on board ship—and the vessel itself—quadrupled and it sank into the ground.

The crew of the Beauty had done this dozens of times. In the engine room Ding and Ichiro would be banking the fires in the furnace; on deck Remy would be releasing the steam pressure and ensuring the balloons deflated neatly and without burning on the pipework. Qi, accompanied by Otto, made her way through into the cargo hold. The lights were already burning and she could hear the Australian cook, Terry Montgomery, hammering at the frozen bolts of the main hatch.

She had found Terry in a Buddhist monastery in China. She had never asked why he had been there. He seemed to think her arrival had been some sort of sign; he had immediately attached himself to her. He had a lean strength but she had never seen him raise his hand in anger to anyone. Right now he was exerting that strength on a particularly reluctant bolt.

She stood back to give him and Otto space to free the ramp. Otto grabbed the wooden handle of the winch and wound it down.

The hot air of the Delhi evening flooded in and did battle with the frozen atmosphere inside the hold, forming a low mist that flowed along the icy deck. The dock workers lounged in a casual group a few yards away, waiting instead of rushing forward to start unloading.

The reason was clear. Like a tiger ready to pounce, Walter Templeton, Constable of His Majesty’s Customs and Excise, stood poised with a polished clip-board in one hand.

Qi resisted the temptation to glance into the back of the cargo hold. Instead she walked steadily down the ramp forcing a smile on to her face.

“Constable Templeton, this is a surprise.”
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“Captain Qi.”

Templeton strode up the deck. He loomed over her, blocking the light.

“Is this really necessary?” she asked as he stepped past her into the aisle. One could hope he might slip and maybe break his neck (or at least break something important), but he was experienced at walking the ice decks.

Ding had disembarked on the outside and now stood on the grass, glaring at Templeton. He glanced at Qi, who shrugged. There was nothing they could do.

“Would it be possible to unload the cargo you’ve inspected?”

“No.”

Templeton wandered up the aisle at a slow pace, examining the straps and looking above and below the ice blocks. What did he think he was looking for? Anything under the ice would get crushed.

Qi looked back at Ding; she jerked her head towards the back of the hold. Ding started up the ramp.

“Please keep your crew out of the hold while I make my inspection.” She turned round and saw Templeton frowning at her. She waved Ding back and he descended again.

“Hey! English!”

Both Templeton and Qi turned at the sound coming from above them. Remy Darras stood at the gantry entrance.

Templeton turned his head to Qi. “I believe I asked you to keep your crew out of the cargo hold.”

“Monsieur Darras, I would appreciate it if you would leave the deck.”

“But I am not on the deck. I am not interfering with this stupid English.”

“You will kindly treat me with some respect,” Templeton said in a tone that would brook no argument from a sane person.

“And why would I do that, English?” Darras’s taunting voice echoed around the cargo hold, along with the occasional crack of warming ice and what, to Qi at least, sounded like footsteps. She moved towards Templeton, whose attention was thoroughly occupied with the Frenchman.

“Because, Monsieur,” countered Templeton. “I can have you locked up.”

“I am not one of your British citizens; there is nothing you can do.”

“Or I can make Captain Qi wait here without unloading until all your precious cargo is melted into worthlessness.”

The Frenchman stepped forward and placed his ungloved hands on the icy rail. He took a deep breath.

“Allons enfants de la patrie,” sang Darras. “Le jour de gloire est arrivé / Le jour de gloire est arrivé /—” With each refrain his voice grew louder. Templeton tried to speak but his voice was completely drowned out by the French national anthem.

Qi watched Darras’s eyes, and saw a flick above and behind them. She crossed behind Templeton to ensure he did not take his eyes off Darras and then called up.

“Remy?”

Darras broke off his song. “Oui, Captain?”

“Why don’t you take Otto to a bar and get drunk?”

“Bien sur, that is an excellent ideé.” He peeled his palms carefully from the freezing steel of the rail and went back into the ship.

She faced Templeton. “I apologise, Constable. I do not think Monsieur Darras subscribes to the Entente Cordiale between your two countries. And he does not appreciate the hard work you do. I will be sure to censure him about his behaviour.” She conjured up the most pleasant and innocent smile she could. “Why don’t I leave you to finish your inspection? Perhaps you would like a hot mug of tea?”

After the abuse from Darras, the earnestness of her tone confused him and he accepted her offer.

She strode away across the deck and broke into a run as soon as she was out on the grass. Hand over hand she climbed one of the ladders attached to the outside of the ship up to the afterdeck, where Ding held the dripping box he had recovered from the hold while Templeton had his attention on Darras—who stood nearby, grinning like a madman.

“You could have made it worse, Remy,” she said.

“We have recovered the item and we are safe, non?”

She sighed, there was no point arguing. She had been careless and they had been right.

“Why?” asked Ding.

She shrugged. Why indeed. Inspections were not unknown but they were rare. If it had been serious, Templeton would have had a platoon of soldiers to search the whole ship and he wouldn’t have been so lax about keeping the crew out of the hold. He would have had them all in one place under guard before he started the inspection.

It stank.

She leaned on the rail and looked up. If the Jackanape made it to port before Templeton finished, all their fancy flying would be wasted and their cargo would spend a warm night melting.

* * * * *
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The Jackanape was on its final approach when Templeton declared that he was satisfied. The other ship was still twenty minutes from touchdown; being hydrogen-based it did not have the ability to land quickly like the Beauty. 

Templeton handed the half-frozen mug of tea to Qi as he signed off the report and passed her a copy. She glanced at it and gave him another smile. “Thank you.”

He nodded and walked towards the administration building.

“We can unload now?” she called after him.

He did not turn or answer but raised his hand to the lounging workers. At his gesture towards the Beauty, they climbed to their feet. Qi climbed up to the walkway to watch as they went smoothly to work moving the ice from the hold. None too soon: even the ice on the gantry was melting.

Ding came through the upper door and handed her a backpack containing a single heavy item.

“What about the others?”

“Gone.”

“All right, you stay on board. I’ll see what I can get for this.”

He reached out and laid his hand gently on her shoulder. “Be careful,” he said in Mandarin.

“I will.”

The sun was dipping low as she walked down the ramp beside the dock workers, who were using ropes and pulleys to manhandle another ice block onto the steam-powered truck that chugged just inside the hold. They’d be at it for another few hours.

She took a circuitous route away from the administration block and down towards the main passenger buildings. There were a couple of small British vessels in dock as well as a zeppelin. The big ships did not come to Delhi; they went via Bombay and then down the coast to Ceylon. Only the smaller lines plied the route across the top the country, from Bombay across to Calcutta via Delhi, along the base of the mountains.

On the street she hailed a rickshaw and headed into the city.
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The streets of Delhi sweated in the dying light of the day and the sky took on a purple hue. The low sun’s half-light made the shadows thick as night.

The rickshaw driver flew through the streets that bustled with people on foot, horses, bicycles; there were carts pulled by oxen and goats, and a variety of mechanicals from personal carriages to big huffing omnibuses overflowing with passengers. Her driver gave not so much as a sideways glance as they passed a fruit vendor and an engineer engaged in a screaming argument beside a toppled cart half-crushed by a steam carriage.

From the wide and tarmacadamed road that led from the air-dock to the city, the driver turned off on to narrower streets. They passed markets where their speed dropped to almost nothing while the driver shouted at the pedestrians, and trotted along side streets splattering effluent against the walls and onto anyone who had the misfortune to be standing nearby.

Finally they reached a stand of small shops built in the typical British style that pervaded the larger Indian cities. The driver stopped in the middle of the street and Qi dismounted, clutching the box. She took a few coins from her belt and passed them over. Flashing a grin, he headed off.

Someone had thoughtfully constructed a walkway to keep pedestrian feet out of the mire that comprised the street, but she still had to step carefully to reach it. It had been such a long time since she had worn women’s attire, and she was not sure she possessed any. Skirts were impractical aboard ship, bound as they were to get caught on the metal work, and when worn visiting a city they would only attract dirt. Dock worker’s boots and sturdy trousers were the order of the day.

Qi knew her clothing was unusual. She was used to being stared at and even mistaken for a man on occasion. Looking feminine was not something she considered necessary in her line of work, and she had never encountered any occasion when it was required. Nor did she comment on the choices of others: live and let live was her motto.

But the Caucasian lad with the badly trimmed black hair under a cloth cap—lounging against a brick wall outside the shop she intended to enter—caught her attention. He wore a light jacket over a loose shirt with trousers and practical boots, in his mouth was a short clay pipe, and he was casually sharpening a knife on a whetstone. Despite all that, the boy looked distinctly female with his soft features and, if Qi was not much mistaken, breasts: not prominent, but there nonetheless.

Qi realised first that she was staring, and then that she had stopped walking. She nodded at the boy, as if they were slightly acquainted, and received a smile and nod in return.

She pushed open the shop door. It had no signage, but she knew this was the right place. The dark interior held a wide selection of items for sale. There was no organisation, and no consistency: a bicycle, a lady’s reticule, some golf clubs. One pile consisted of bits of machinery even she did not recognise. The smaller items were displayed on pieces of furniture which were themselves for sale. Most were in reasonable condition, but everything was coated in a layer of dust.

“Captain Qi.”

From the back of the shop emerged Emily Wong, wearing a cheongsam that may have fitted her once but was now several sizes too large, as if she had shrunk. Her age was indeterminate, but in excess of a hundred if her wrinkles were counted like rings in a tree trunk. Her pure white hair was tied back in a thick braid.

“Emily.”

There were no pleasantries to be spoken. Qi had known Emily since she first travelled with her father on the Beauty. Emily had always looked the same, and she existed for only one reason. Qi lifted the box, expecting Emily to invite her into the back to examine the item.

But she did not. Instead she stood impassively in the half-light.

Something moved behind her. Someone. Kuan-Yin Sun’s portly frame emerged from the gloom. With his high-quality silk kimono, leather sandals, long, drooping moustache, and conical hat, he looked every inch the Mandarin he pretended to be. There were other figures behind him in the dark: his bully boys, no doubt.

“I am disappointed, Qi.” He spoke in Mandarin though she knew he had an excellent command of English. His voice was very light in tone, so unlike the weight of his character and business.

“I am sorry I did not call on you first. We were delayed by the port authorities.”

“Indeed you were.” Kuan-Yin stepped further into the light. His face was smiling though there was little mirth in his eyes. “You did not bring your cargo to me on your last trip. It seems that was not your intention this time, either.”

Qi glanced behind herself. There were two more Chinese in suits a size too small outside on the street. If she couldn’t talk her way out of this one, it could end up being quite painful for someone. She hoped it would not be her.

“I did not know I was required to sell through you, Sun.” She took a step back. “I can get a better price selling through Emily, here.”

His humourless smile broadened to reveal an expanse of teeth with gaps. “Emily is not buying from you anymore.”

“Isn’t that up to her?”

Kuan-Yin did not respond. Qi already knew the answer; it would not be hard for him to ensure she had nowhere to sell smuggled goods.

“There are other cities.”

The grin did not leave his face. “I wonder,” he said, picking some imagined piece of food from between his teeth. “How will you travel to those cities without a vessel?”

“You wouldn’t destroy my Beauty.”

“I do not need to destroy her, Qi. Merely repossess her.”

Her heart sank because she knew it was true. She might love the Frozen Beauty but she did not own her—or, at least, she could not prove she did. It was a fact she chose to ignore. She had lived on board any time she had not been at Catholic school. Her father had been the captain before she took over, and while she might not have a piece of paper that proved she owned her, she loved the ship with all her heart.

And no one would take Beauty from her.

She lifted a curiously shaped iron paperweight from the desk beside her and weighed it in her hand as she eyed Kuan-Yin. The smile slipped from his face. She flung it with all her force at the light fitting above his head, shattering the glass.

Turning, she threw herself towards the front door. The two heavies could not see into the shop, but they anticipated Qi fleeing the premises. The nearest one lunged at her as she came through the door. She twisted out of his way and, as he flew past, gave him a push that sent him through the plate glass with a crash of glass and blood.

She turned to face the second but he was not attacking. His attention was riveted on the knife at his throat. The boy-girl had him pinned but did not press her fatal advantage. Qi did not hesitate. She slammed her fist into his solar plexus. He went down with blood trickling from a cut in his neck. Qi looked at the boy-girl, who smiled and shrugged.

“Fanning, ma’am,” he said and held out his hand. As Qi shook it, she noted the grip was firm but the skin was soft.

“Qi Zang.”

“Reckoned there’d be trouble when those two showed up.” There was a growl and shout from the shop. “Shall we be going?”

The boy took off like lightning dancing across the walkway. Qi hesitated but a moment, then set off after him.
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It was late evening when Qi, with Fanning tagging along, reached the Cold Heart: a traditional Irish pub run by one Jacob O’Donnell, relocated to one of the slums of Delhi. More precisely, O’Donnell claimed it was traditional; Qi had never even travelled as far as Persia, let alone Europe, so she took his word.

She pushed through crowd of sailors and nodded to the ones she knew. The crew of the Jackanape did not seem to be here. The air was thick with smoke from cigarettes and pipes and filled with the noise of a hundred conversations, from clandestine whispers to raucous laughs. And the smell. Not something one could even begin to describe.

There was a break in the crowd as she moved forward and she spotted the rest of her crew seated round a table towards the rear. Qi tried to squeeze past Ichiro’s muscled back. He stood and bowed to her; Terry and Remy grabbed their drinks as he knocked the table. Qi was still unable to get past. Laying her hand on his arm so he looked up at her, she gestured for him to move and he stepped to the side.

Ding, on a bench seat against the wall, pushed up against Terry Montgomery. The moustachioed Australian managed to find some room against the dandy Frenchman. Qi sat, her leg pressing against Ding’s, her perch precarious on the end of the unpadded wooden bench.

Fanning leaned back against the wall next to her and pulled out his pipe. In that position, the non-male appearance of his chest was even more obvious. Qi stared for a moment then shook her head. She saw Otto, Remy, and Terry staring as Fanning struck a match and took a pull on the pipe, which smoked satisfactorily.

“This is Fanning,” she said by way of explanation. “He helped me earlier today.”

Three sets of eyes, set into confused frowns, focused on her at the word he. She shrugged; a discussion of Fanning’s apparent gender did not seem polite with him standing there.

She was still holding the box with the smuggled item. It was not something she could hide. Ichiro broke the silence in the only way he could; he reached out with his coal-grimed fingers and touched the box lightly, then turned his hand so the palm was uppermost and put his head on one side with a querying expression.

Captain Qi sighed. She took Ichiro’s hand, hers only a fraction the size of his, and folded his fingers in her palm. She shook her head.

“Problem, Captain?” asked Ding.

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Kuan-Yin Sun?”

She nodded. “We just need to find another buyer.”

Terry Montgomery took a drink from his pint mug. “Why don’t you just sell through him, Captain?”

“He is a criminal, Herr Montgomery,” said Otto. “We should not do business with him.”

Montgomery responded in a quiet but insistent voice. “And we’re smugglers, Mr von Krone. And, in case you were unaware, that makes us criminals.”

“He is more bad.”

Qi put the palm of her hand down flat on the table and the bickering ceased. “I am the one who is smuggling. If anyone is a criminal, it’s me and me alone. You do not know anything about it.”

“I dislike to bring up the subject, Capitaine, but our wages are due.”

“You’ll get your share from the sale of the cargo tomorrow, Monsieur Darras.”

“But it will not be enough if you cannot dispose of all of the cargo.” He nodded at the box.

“You’ll get everything you’re due.”

* * * * *
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Ding walked beside Qi as they headed back to the ship through dark streets lit by the occasional electric streetlamp. The air was dense with heat and moisture. Qi glanced back and saw Fanning still following a few paces behind like an obedient dog. An obedient dog smoking a pipe. Qi stopped in a puddle of light and turned. Fanning could only be seen as an outline.

“Something I can do for you, Fanning?”

“No, ma’am,” he replied. “But maybe there’s something we can do for each other, if I might be so bold as to suggest a course of action.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I have a yearning for travel, Captain. I am a long way from home.” Fanning stood comfortably, feet apart, relaxed as if he had not a care in the world. 

“If I pay my crew I will have no money for fuel. If I do not pay them I will not have a crew. The Beauty isn’t going anywhere, so I don’t think I can help you.”

Fanning took a step forward. In the light, his features looked even more feminine than usual. “And if I were to provide you with an alternative purchaser for your little trinket? Would that gain me passage aboard your fine vessel?”

“If you were willing to work, then I believe the answer to that would be yes.”

“Then let us find somewhere where we can talk privately.”
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The captain and Fanning headed back to the ship. Ding watched them moving away, passing in and out of the glowing yellow pools from the streetlights. The night was not quiet; here near the docks there was always something happening. A heavy steam tractor puffed by pulling a train of three trucks, on its way to the air-dock. A street walker called to him hopefully from the other side of the street. He shook his head, that was not a comfort he needed, and she drifted away into the night.

It was possible for a person to walk the streets alone and be unmolested among the pick-pockets, street gangs and others who made their living in the dark—if they knew their business. Ding leaned back against the wall and pulled a clay pipe from inside his jacket, along with a tobacco pouch and matches. Smoking was the one pleasure he allowed himself, and then only when he wasn’t looking out for Qi.

He had been first mate aboard the Beauty for all of Qi’s captaincy, and her father’s before that. Fifteen years, perhaps, since they began their life of semi-piracy on behalf of the Tiandihui clan. They had never stolen from another ship, and had killed only when there was no other choice. He was content enough with their record.

He held the leather pouch open with one hand and dipped the pipe inside, gently packing the moist tobacco into the bowl until it was almost full. This was a good night to let the fumes fill his mind and relax him. With the pouch back in his pocket, he placed the pipe in his mouth and struck a match.

The flaring light illuminated the outlines of a man’s face; he stood a short distance away, looking back at Ding.

The first mate did not react, but raised the match to the bowl and sucked the air through, dragging the flame down onto the weed. The flame flared back at each puff, lighting the face that still watched him. The tobacco smouldered. Ding shook the match to extinguish the light and flung it to the ground.

“Can I help you, Kuan-Yin Sun?” he said in Mandarin.

“Your captain has forgotten herself, Dingbang Hsieh.”

Ding levered himself from the wall and stood facing the shadow. He gave a bow that was just the right side of respectful but made it clear he did not think the recipient deserved the honour. “She was never your servant, Sun.”

“She inherited the vessel, she inherits the debt.”

“She is a spirit of the air. She will not be contained.”

Kuan-Yin Sun stepped forward, bringing his wide frame into the light, while in the dark behind him three hulking bodyguards made their presence known.

“We have known each other a long time, Dingbang,” he said. “I don’t need to tell you what the family will do to her if she fails to keep up the payments.”

Ding was well aware how much the ‘family’ cared for people. Anyone who broke the rules met their ancestors too early. Sun watched him as if he could read the thoughts that played through his mind.

“You need to persuade her, Dingbang,” he continued. “She will listen to you. You have her father’s authority.”

“Only her father had that.”

There was the sudden sound of heavy feet, iron boot-nails clicking on flagstones. More than one set of feet, more than one person not afraid of the dark, heading in their direction. Both of them glanced towards the sound. Two uniformed police and another in the garb of a customs agent marched through the light of a lamp, heading in their direction.

Sun backed into the shadow once more. “Listen to my words, Dingbang Hsieh. Captain Qi cannot fly, and she cannot sell the goods she has. I own this city. Prevail upon her, my friend; make her see sense and she will once more be able to fly in the ship that she loves so much.”

And he was gone, as the thudding of boots on stone grew closer.

The British were not afraid to be seen in the light and stopped in front of Ding. He bowed his head with the respect one gives to an unfriendly dog when one is unsure of its intentions.

“You’re the mate from the Frozen Beauty.”

Ding did not acknowledge the recognition, but he did not deny it. Constable Templeton and he were acquainted.

“Who was that you were talking to?”

“He is a Chinaman like myself.”

“It was Kuan-Yin Sun.”

Ding took a long pull at his pipe and allowed the smoke to tickle his throat before letting it out gently.

“What did he want?”

“He wanted to know when my captain intended to take the ship out again.”

“Did he now?”

Templeton glanced in the direction Sun had headed. “I wonder what he’s up to.”

Ding found it convenient to ignore rhetorical statements, particularly those that came from people with authority. Templeton returned his attention to Ding.

“What did you tell him?”

“My captain is an air spirit.”

Templeton hesitated and then harrumphed. Ding suspected he had not a single whit of poetry in his heart. Possibly he had no heart at all.

“All right, well, you better get along.”

Ding had met many men like Templeton, not just British but of all nations: men who felt they must control, because if they did not, then somehow they were the victim. They were easy to deal with; one simply did as they wanted. As long as they were in sight.

Ding nodded his head once more and headed off in the direction of the air-dock while Templeton and his associates turned away to follow Sun’s trail. Sun would be long gone by now, and they would never find where he had gone. Of that much Ding was certain.
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The sun had barely broached the horizon and all the city streets were still in shadow. The air was the coolest it would be for this day, and almost refreshing—save for the stink of the effluent that ran through the open sewers.

Fanning led the way through the back streets, between buildings that seemed to fold in over Qi and her. Balconies protruded in haphazard patterns; women and children leaned out over the railings and called across to neighbours.

Behind Fanning walked the captain. They had come to an agreement: if Fanning could get a buyer for the package, Qi would let Fanning take passage on the Beauty—as long as she was willing to work. It was a good deal as far as Fanning was concerned. She was tired of Delhi, and the lack of any enquiry as to her gender status, even in private, showed the captain to be a person of good manners.

They had talked until the early hours when Ding had come in and related his encounters.

As the sky had turned pink with the dawn they had made their way through the shadows of the air-docks. The captain had taken a complicated route with the intention of evading both criminals and customs.

Fanning retraced the steps she had taken the previous day when pawning the woman’s jewellery. As they travelled, the buildings around them changed from tenements to warehouses and factories. They passed over a river flowing through the city and under the tube railway elevated on brickwork arches that spanned the flowing water. On each bank, at opposite ends of the span, stood the pumping stations pushing pressurised air into the tubes.

They reached the far side of the river and climbed the slope into a pleasanter region of the city. The roads became wider and cleaner, with sewer pipes below the surface. The buildings were more solid, more ornate; their glass-filled windows were wider.

At this time of the morning there were few people on the streets, and those were involved in commerce of one sort or another. They did not judge her looks any more than Qi’s Chinese features because they themselves were just as varied.

The door to the pawn shop was locked tight when they arrived, but Fanning was not put off. They circled round to the end of the shops, passed down an alley wide enough for a cart, and made their way to the rear of the building.

A young Chinese woman was brushing dust from the red-tiled steps onto the bricks which had been laid in a herringbone pattern at the rear. Low walls separated each of the shops’ yards, and there were double-width doors for loading at the back of each building. Three shops down, a large cart stood close against the building and boxes of fruit were being taken inside.

The girl ceased brushing and eyed them suspiciously.

Fanning approached her and gave her a smile guaranteed to win the heart of any woman. “Is your master in, pretty one?”

She paused a moment to regard Fanning’s features, then turned her head towards the darkness beyond and shouted some words in Mandarin. Fanning glanced at Qi, who shrugged.

There was a wait. The girl continued to study Fanning, but hers wasn’t the face of someone enamoured: more the look of someone trying to recall a word for a crossword clue. Fanning took a step back as a robed figure emerged from the darkness beyond the door.

In the daylight, Fanning saw that the robe she had assumed was black was a very dark green, and of cotton rather than silk. The shop-owner took in Fanning, his eyes sliding across her features without comment and then moving to Qi in her aviator’s clothes. His eyes returned to Fanning.

“Is this Mrs Devonshire?”

“You might say this is another Mrs Devonshire, sir.”

His eyes narrowed. “I do not think I am in business for this Mrs Devonshire.”

“You have not seen what she has to offer.” Fanning gestured to Qi, who stepped forward and lifted the box.

The man took a step back as if he’d been threatened with a knife and raised his hand to defend himself. “I am not in business for Captain Qi.”

“You have not even seen what she has to offer.”

“It does not matter. I do not wish to buy,” he said quickly. “I would not want it even if it were free.”

“Someone been talking to you?” asked Fanning.

The Chinaman made no comment.

“Someone been threatening you?”

At that moment a police whistle shrieked. As one they turned. Across the low walls Fanning saw the policeman blowing hard on his whistle to summon assistance.

Fanning looked back at the building but both the Chinaman and the girl were gone, having disappeared into the black interior.

“Let’s go!” shouted Fanning and took off down the back alley. Qi was taller; she took more time to get into motion but Fanning could hear her footsteps as she loped along behind.

Fanning placed her feet as carefully as she could manage, as they charged down the cobbled path. Cobblestones could be so treacherous. She glanced ahead. Faces peered out from the shops and upper windows but no one shouted. The whistle sounded intermittently from behind them; the policeman was undoubtedly in pursuit, trying to blow the whistle while he ran.

Fanning spotted a tiny alley to the right and took it. The more corners they could put between themselves and the police, the better. The alley passed under the building and then out again. It emptied into some kind of scrap-metal yard where their way was barred by a tall gate with a padlock. Fanning threw herself at it and made it halfway up. She climbed fast, fell over the top and landed on the other side.

Qi couldn’t climb holding the box, and behind her the policeman had reached the far end of the alley.

“Throw it,” shouted Fanning. Qi hesitated for only a moment, judged the distance, and tossed the box. Without further hesitation she began to climb. Fanning watched the box arc over the gate and grabbed it with a smooth swinging motion.

Once the box was safe, Fanning leapt away through the maze of piled and rusting metal. She heard the soft thud of Qi’s feet landing and the shrill blasts of the policeman’s whistle muffled by the covered alley. Moments later they reached the edge of the river. They slowed and Fanning looked both ways. The bridge they had used before was closest, but she turned away from it and headed in the other direction with Captain Qi at her side.
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Sunlight broke into a million shards across the surface of the river. Boats crisscrossed its surface: sailing ships large and small, fishing boats, family boats, steamers, and ferry boats. And in the heart of the river sat the unbalanced monstrosity of HMS Kilimanjaro—a ship that was obsolete before she was completed: A water-borne vessel with a Faraday device at her heart. The warship, bristling with artillery, floated as high in the water as one of the ferry boats that steamed past her a dozen times a day. Her stacks churned out smoke and steam all day and night. If her Faraday device failed for even the shortest time she would sink into the mud of the river, never to be recovered.

At first glance the Kilimanjaro looked like an ordinary Royal Navy battleship, only much bigger, with a complement of nearly two thousand men. But this was a ship that could navigate any river that was wide enough with almost no regard to its depth. She had been commissioned to support British foreign policy: when the Servants of the Crown didn’t like the way a small government was behaving they would send in the gunboats. But, by the time the Kilimanjaro had been completed, the Royal Navy was almost exclusively air- and void-borne. So here she stayed, watching over the capital of India, a slumbering monster that could fire on any opponent within twenty miles. No one knew, save perhaps her crew, whether she was capable of movement along the river any more.

Fanning led the way along the riverside as the sun steadily mounted in the sky and the heat became almost intolerable.

“Where are we going, Fanning?”

“Somewhere I know, we’ll be safe there. You can plan your next move.”

Next move? thought Qi. All she had to do was give the box to Kuan-Yin Sun; he would pay her enough to get them back into the mountains for the next cargo of ice. It was that simple. But her heart rebelled. Why should she? The Beauty was hers.

They reached a point where a tributary flowed down into the river from a residential area of the city, a natural stinking sewer. A rough bridge of planks led into a low area that looked as if it regularly flooded; it was covered with a treacherously green swathe of grass. Something to welcome the unwary before it swallowed them up in its muddy grip. Another plank bridge led along the tributary’s bank toward the houses.

Fanning crossed the bridge.

The captain’s leather costume chafed as she sweated in the heat. She needed a drink. Tea would do if something stronger couldn’t be found. Alcohol was not as easy to get hold of as she might like in India. One had to make compromises.

Fanning was across the planks in a moment; his light frame barely moved the slotted wood. But it certainly gave when Qi put her booted foot on it. She edged across it almost laughing at herself. She had climbed the Beauty’s balloon rigging in a storm to tie down a broken line when there was nothing between her and a drop of hundreds of feet to a stony death. But this was different, she told herself. The stinking unpleasantness of the water was a much nastier threat.

On the other side she had to extend her step to catch up. “Is it much further?”

Fanning did not answer but pointed at a ramshackle pile of wood and stone that barely qualified as a building, squatting on a slight rise near a bend in the river.

As they approached, the broken building resolved itself into several distinct hovels sitting within the collapsed walls and remains of what might have been an old fort constructed to defend the bend in the river. Stone steps went down to the river’s edge. The whole area was paved in stone underneath the coarse grass and bushes.

There was the smell of cooking, and thin lines of smoke rose from small fires. They saw no one. Fanning stopped in the middle of the open area surrounded by the shacks.

“Guru Parnashri?”

There was movement all around them as women emerged from hiding. Qi frowned and stared. They were wearing saris but most of them did not look like women; they were men. Now she knew who they were. These were hijra. She had seen them on the streets occasionally, some begging and some selling themselves.

One came out and sat facing them. Fanning greeted her, pressing his palms together and bowing his head. “Namaste, Guru Parnashri.”

“Namaste, Liza Fanning.” The guru nodded. “Who is your aviator friend?”

“Captain Qi, who has promised to take me away if I help her.”

“Captain Qi, namaste.” She nodded again and Qi returned the gesture. “Do you tire of our company, Liza Fanning?”

Liza? That removed Qi’s remaining doubt. A girl who dressed as a man, among men who dressed as women. It had a certain balance. Then Qi smiled inwardly, considering what she herself wore, what she considered normal clothing; she too was a woman dressed as a man.

A timid hijra wearing a red-patterned sari, tattered round the hem, came up to them and touched Fanning on the arm. He passed Fanning an envelope.

“Will you eat with us, Captain Qi?” said the guru. “And perhaps you would like to tell us your problems. It may be we can help.”

It would be the height of bad manners to reject the offer, and it seemed they were safe for now. Fanning was reading the letter he—no, she’d removed from the envelope.

Qi sat down next to Fanning, “Thank you.” She was curious about the letter but felt it impolite to ask.

The guru nodded to one of the others. Qi looked round and noticed two hijra busying themselves around a fire. The remainder simply sat round them and watched in silence. It was a little unnerving.

The food was served up on wooden plates: a small amount of rice and some vegetables, along with a piece of fish. The guru and Fanning ate with their fingers, using their right hands only, but she had been given chopsticks. She could barely remember the last time she had eaten using them; they used metal cutlery on the Beauty, and these were older than chopsticks had a right to be. She could not refuse to use them, as the guru had tried to make her feel at home, but she did wonder how clean they were.

They made the meal last though there was little enough of it. To finish there was a thin tea that was barely more than water, but it had been boiled. She had seen them spooning it from the bubbling pot. It was surprisingly refreshing. When they had finished, the same hijra who had prepared the meal whisked away the plates.

Guru Parnashri turned her brown eyes on Qi. “Captain Qi, what is your problem?”
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They took their leave of the strange community when the greatest heat of the day had passed. Not that the small group of lean-tos provided much protection. The company had been friendly enough. One of the hijra waved a handkerchief as Qi departed and wiped a tear from his eye.

“Would you be willing to carry a passenger, Captain?” asked Fanning.

“Did we not discuss it?”

“This would be Mrs Cameron, not me,” said Fanning. “She’s one of my clients. I sell things for her.”

“Is she wanted?”

“Oh no, she’s straight as a die. Proper English lady, but with a husband who ain’t worth a spit.” Fanning took out the letter and passed it to her. “Seems he’s noticed she’s been selling her jewellery to pay for his gambling.”

Qi unfolded the letter. The handwriting was refined and clear with delicate curves, perfect except where it had been blotted by a drop of water—or, perhaps, a tear. The thrust of the letter was simple enough. Without saying so precisely, she indicated her husband had become violent and she would like to follow up on Fanning’s offer of escape.

“You offered her passage on my ship?” Qi did not like people who took advantage.

“Oh no, Captain, I assure you I offered her an escape before I even met you. But if there were any way she could be accommodated, I’m sure she would be grateful.”

“I am not a charity for waifs and strays, Fanning. I have more pressing issues, like making sure I keep my ship.”

But even as she said it, she had the beginnings of an idea.

* * * * *
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Having sent Fanning off on errands, Qi took a roundabout route back towards the air-docks, making sure she passed through an area heavily populated by Chinese. Having ensured she was seen, she headed for a pub near the docks, too far from them to be frequented by customs men but close enough for her to hear the gossip. The bartender was an ex-flyer who had lost a leg and an arm in a crash years before.

“Nice to see you in here, Captain Qi,” he said. “First drink on the house for any captain. What’ll you have?”

“Gin rickey, Mac.”

“Got no ice.”

She smiled. “I get enough ice.”

He took down a glass and gave it a wipe with a clean cloth before pouring in a short measure and adding the lime from a dusty bottle. He pushed it across the bar. She took a sip. The gin was rough but the lime and soda smoothed it out.

“Jackanape cleared, Mac?” she asked.

“Aye, this morning, but the Blossom came over earlier.”

She nodded. “Yes, they were a day behind us.”

“Shouldn’t you be lifting? Hanging about for any reason?”

She knew he knew why, but he had the decency not to mention it. “Few things to sort out,” she replied taking another swig.

The door slammed open. Qi looked in the mirror behind the bar as light flooded in. Two Indians with more muscle than fat, and they had plenty of that, moved into the room.

They scanned it for trouble as Kuan-Yin Sun sauntered in, now wearing a grey suit that was tailored to a perfect fit. He looked suave enough to be a businessman. He pulled off his white gloves.

He looked at her and a cold smile spread across his face. “Captain Qi, so fortuitous that we have bumped into one another.”

“How did you know I was here?”

“You should be careful who you associate with; not everyone is as trustworthy as I am.”

“You would sell your mother for a wen.”

She turned away from him and took a careful sip. Sun covered the distance between them, his shoes slapping across the stone floor. He became a close and intrusive presence at her side.

“The time has come to pay up, Captain Qi,” he said into her ear. “Or forfeit the Beauty.”

“Something smells rotten in here, Mac.”

The bartender grinned. Sun moved back slightly and snapped his fingers. In the mirror Qi observed one of Sun’s enforcers closing in on her. She turned at the last moment and flung what remained of her drink into his face. He flung his hands up too late; the lime went into his eyes.

Taking advantage of his blindness, she planted her knee where it would have the greatest effect. He went down with a whine. The second bodyguard was on her in a moment trying to get her in a bear hug. As she smelled his sweat she pulled his knife from its sheath and pressed the point into his stomach. Not enough to penetrate far, but enough to make him notice.

He jerked away.

Qi heard the unmistakable click of a gun being cocked. She looked to her right, straight into the barrel of Kuan-Yin Sun’s revolver.

Behind him, Mac had picked up a bottle and was ready to swipe it across Sun’s head. She shook her head slightly. Mac frowned, but after a pause he lowered it. For one thing, she did not want Mac pulled into trouble that might leave him with even fewer limbs than he now possessed. On a more personal note, the blow to the head might make Sun pull the trigger.

“Really, Captain Qi, is that any way to behave? You are outnumbered and quite alone.”

She turned back to the bar. Mac made her a new drink; she pulled out a coin and tossed it on the bar in exchange.

“What do you want, Sun?” she said, swallowing the entire glassful in one gulp.

“Do not play games. Deliver the item and we will discuss how we may keep you flying.”

“Indebted to you.”

“More indebted,” he said. “But not to me, to the family.”

“I don’t suppose you’d consider a bribe.” She turned to face him, and leaned casually on the bar.

The grin returned to his face. “There is nothing you could offer that would tempt me.” And the grin disappeared. “Enough of this time wasting. I want the item and I want it now. If you do not supply it, I will kill your crew one at a time. Who shall it be first? Dingbang, perhaps?”

She slumped. “All right. It’s been given to someone for safekeeping.”

“Lead the way, Captain.”

Qi walked towards the door. The enforcer on the floor climbed cautiously to his feet and scowled at her. She glanced into the corner, where Terry Montgomery had been watching the proceedings from behind a newspaper. The cook caught her brief gesture, a move that would have been meaningless to anyone who had not shipped with someone who could only communicate through sign-language.

She stepped out into the hot, sweaty daylight with Sun at her back, the gun hidden but still trained on her.
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Fanning approached the Cherry Blossom in Winter as the ground crew manhandled blocks and sheets of ice out of the hold and onto the waiting steamlorries. Her hull was a similar design to the Frozen Beauty apart from the balloon system. Fanning did not understand the details, but with the two vehicles side by side it was clear that the Blossom had a smaller envelope overall, and that it stayed inflated while the ship sat in the grass.

There were two engineers checking the pipes and balloons as she approached. One of them noticed her and gave the usual double-take of someone who assumed she was male then decided they weren’t so sure. This normally resulted in a stare, followed by the realisation that they were staring and a very deliberate (and obvious) looking away.

“Permission to come aboard!” Fanning shouted up. The older of the two engineers waved his hand at the cargo door at the rear.

Fanning shifted the box in her arms and walked around to the back of the vessel. She paused while a slick sheet of ice as thick as her arm and as big as a church window was winched carefully out. Bits of dirt and plant-life speckled the mostly clear block, clouded in places with other impurities.

The workers did not give her a second look. She was old news to them and they got paid by the job, so the sooner they finished the sooner they could move on to the next one.

She watched her footing on the icy floor as she made her way through the cold interior. The crewman releasing the next pile of ice for removal frowned at her.

“Captain?” she asked.

The crewman jerked his thumb at the stairs up to the bridge. The interior was the same design as the Frozen Beauty. Fanning climbed the steps, her hands freezing on the metal banister. She yanked open the first door and made her way through to the control room.

The captain of the Blossom was another Chinaman, probably about the same age as Captain Zang’s first mate—what was his name? Dingbang? To the right was the navigator’s station. The Babbage was covered with a sheet. Apparently they didn’t have a computationer or didn’t believe in them.

“Who you? What want?”

Fanning bowed low, holding the box in both hands. “Greetings, Captain Han, from Captain Qi Zang.”

Han grunted and glanced at the chronometer on the wall.

“I am sorry for taking your time, Captain, but Captain Zang asks a boon.”

There was no response from Han, but he kept his attention on her.

“She believes you will have the honour of receiving a visit from Kuan-Yin Sun.” At that name Han’s eyes narrowed. He did not look pleased. Fanning pressed on. “She asks that you hold this gift for Sun, along with the gift you have for him. To give to him when he arrives.”

Han made no answer but continued to stare at Fanning. Qi had supposed they might reach an impasse, and had given Fanning a suggestion that might break it She tried it out. “Captain Qi knows how much you appreciated your time with Li Qin Yi, and suggests you might want to repeat that pleasure.”

Captain Han stood up straighter and his gaze went from relaxed dislike to an intense study. It was not comfortable. The silence stretched out until Han grunted again and nodded towards the chart table.

Fanning carefully placed the box on the table and bowed again. She retreated to the door and made her escape. She preferred people who were talkative.

That was another stage of the captain’s plan successfully carried out. Now for the next.

* * * * *
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The sun was low enough in the sky to provide plenty of shadows as Qi, Kuan-Yin Sun, and his heavies made their way through the streets of Delhi towards the air-dock.

Sun poked his gun into her side, hitting a nerve and making her jerk sideways. “It is not on your ship, Zang. Do not think you can deceive me.”

“Of course not, Kuan,” she said, mirroring his use of her family name without honorific, by using his given name in a familiar way she did not feel. “I would not dream of trying to fool you in such a transparent way.”

“You could not have hidden it.”

“What’s the hardest thing to find, Kuan-Yin Sun?”

“Don’t waste my time with philosophical riddles.”

Half a dozen children ran across the road in front of them, playing a game of tag. They paused for a moment, staring at the strange group. One of the younger ones stretched out his hand to beg. But an older girl had seen the way Sun held his hands and Qi’s arm; she dragged the younger boy back and said something in the local language. The children ran on without a backward glance.

“I’m not wasting your time. The thing you cannot find is the thing that is not there.” She turned her head towards him and smiled. “Your prize was never on the Beauty.”

He frowned as he absorbed her words. She knew he wasn’t stupid; this was the trickiest part of the plan.

“But you tried to sell it.”

“Have you ever seen a magician at work? The way they make you look at one hand while doing the trick with the other?”

He thought it through. “You wanted me to think you’d sold it.” She settled back but he wasn’t finished. “Why?”

Yes. Why? That was a good question. She had hoped he wouldn’t make it that far in the reasoning. “Who said I was selling your item?”

She held her breath. He said nothing. They came round a corner and saw the gate to the air-dock ahead of them.

“I can get you in, Sun, but not your friends.”

“I still have the gun,” he said as he placed it in a pocket, keeping his hand on it.

“That’s not something I’d forget.”
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Qi could have made a run for it as they moved through the gaps between the administrative buildings. The comfortable life of an administrator—albeit for a crime gang—had made Sun soft. He might be able to put a bullet in her, but the risk of that at the air-dock, surrounded by the British? He was unlikely to try. However, running would not help; under no circumstances would she abandon the Beauty. She corrected herself: well, perhaps in death. But she had always imagined that she and the Frozen Beauty would die together.

She shook herself. No one was going to die today. If Fanning had completed her mission successfully and delivered the vase, all would be well.

The buildings of the air-dock had not been constructed with the usual flair of the British. They were brick rather than stone and had little ornamentation. Their most striking feature was the arches over the windows.

They stood to the side as a fleet of Army steamlorries huffed by. She was amused by the way Sun tried to hide his face. She had no qualms; she had always been honest with the British—even the Excise men. At least, she’d never been caught in a lie, and that was the same thing as honesty.

They came out onto the main field. The Frozen Beauty’s hot air envelopes were completely deflated and Remy had folded them neatly. It was always strange seeing the ship that way, as if she were naked. Set down close by was the Cherry Blossom in Winter; she was the same design as the Beauty, but Captain Han had kept her hydrogen balloons—an extra expense that Qi avoided by using Remy’s hot-air design.

The Blossom was nearly unloaded. The cargo space was wide and almost warm. Only a few slabs remained. Dock workers exchanged furtive glances, but they knew who Sun was and they would not want to even admit to having seen him.

She glanced back at Sun. Now that they were inside the ship he had pulled the gun from his pocket and had it pointed at her spine.

“You really don’t need that.”

“I will be the judge of that, Zang.”

She climbed the stairs towards the bridge. Strange, how the staircase differed from the one on her ship. Superficially they were the same, and yet this one moved differently, and creaked on different steps.

They pushed their way through the ice-lock doors and came into the main cabin. Han was at the chart table, already plotting his route back into the mountains. When he saw Qi enter, he hastily covered the map.

Ice was a precious commodity. Every captain had favourite sites from which to mine it and, come summer, those sites were even more carefully guarded. Of course, one could collect ice that had already been cut by ground crews. But then one had to have the money to pay them up-front, and there was always the risk they might hijack the ship instead.

Han came round the table; he spent a long moment looking at the gun in Sun’s hand, then grunted at them. Qi was not sure she’d ever heard him utter more than five words at one time.

Han turned and bent down behind the chart table. Sun swung his gun round, trained on him. As Han straightened holding two boxes, he frowned at the gun barrel. He placed the boxes on the edge of the chart table, then backed to the window and crossed his arms over his chest, a scowl darkening his face.

Sun stared at the two boxes. While they were not large, there was no way he would be able to carry them and the gun simultaneously.

“Would you like me to carry those for you?” Qi asked pleasantly, moving forward to take them.

Sun jerked the gun up and pointed it at her stomach. “Back off!”

She did as she was instructed, her hands in front of her defensively. “I was only offering to help.”

“I do not require your help. I do not trust you, Captain Qi.”

For which I am truly grateful, she thought to herself.

Awkwardly Sun managed to scoop up the large boxes. His western suit had become creased, and the rough edges of the boxes dug into it. One wrong move and the material might tear. He rested them on his gun arm, so he could for the most part point the weapon in her direction.

“Don’t follow me,” he said to her and then glanced at Han. “Keep her here for an hour.”

Han grunted.

“What about the Beauty?” Qi said quickly. “I need to be out of here for the next trip.”

“I’ll send a message, Zang.”

“Write a letter now.”

Sun turned and sneered at her. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Write me a letter now, Sun. You wouldn’t want Captain Han here to think you’re untrustworthy and spread it around, would you? You know how he gossips.”

Sun returned to the desk, acquired paper and pen from Captain Han, and wrote out his instructions in English. He picked up the boxes again, made his way to the door, and left. Not a word was exchanged.

As the door swung shut Qi put her hand into a pocket. Han jerked back defensively, then grinned as she pulled out a metal flask. “Scotch?”

Han grunted.
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Kuan-Yin Sun emerged from the cargo hold of the Blossom, awkwardly carrying the two boxes. He co-opted one of the ground crew to carry them for him. From his place at the whist game, Fanning watched as Sun adjusted the weight of his gun in his pocket as he strode between the buildings towards the main exit.

Fanning put down his cards on the tea chest they were using as a table and made quick good-byes to the other players. They were not pleased at his sudden departure; there was money they wanted to win back. Fanning tore himself away with hasty promises of his return as Sun disappeared from view.

As Fanning rounded the building he saw that Sun was getting away from him. The lad put on a spurt of speed. He was fairly sure that Sun wouldn’t recognise him, but it would not look good if Sun noticed him in pursuit. As long as Sun didn’t turn around, there wouldn’t be a problem.

Looking ahead towards the main entrance, he was pleased to see an open carriage waiting just beyond the wrought-iron gates. A woman held the reins. Good, she had arrived.

There had been no certainty she would be brave enough to come at all. This was not a task for the faint-hearted, but the rewards would be worth it, and now she had a personal stake in getting Frozen Beauty into the air.

Once outside the gates Sun hailed a hansom cab, gave the dock-worker something for his trouble, and climbed in with his boxes. Mrs Cameron looked delightful in the afternoon sunlight, in her cream and blue dress and matching bonnet with a veil pulled down over her left eye. That she should be married to such a man was a terrible crime and one they could now put right.

The hansom cab drew away; Sun must have given the driver instructions to move quickly, but Fanning was not too concerned. He had a pretty good idea which direction the criminal would be heading.

On seeing him approaching the gates, Mrs Cameron urged her horse into motion. As the carriage passed, Fanning swung up into the seat beside her. If she were not a married woman he would be happy with a kiss from those sweet lips.

She caught him staring, but he didn’t look away as would have been polite. He wasn’t British, so he just grinned—and she blushed.

“Follow that hansom, Mrs Cameron.”

She focused her attention on the road, gave the reins a flick, and the pony stepped up its gait to a fast trot. Her driving skills equalled those of the cabbie. Fanning looked behind and saw another carriage following them. Men overflowed its seats, hanging from the sides and back. If he was not mistaken, one of those clinging to the side was the estimable Constable Templeton.

They followed the cab through the streets of Delhi. The cab kept to the main streets and avoided the more dangerous areas. The streets were not busy, but there was sufficient traffic to disguise their pursuit.

* * * * *
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Kuan-Yin Sun sat back in the hansom cab. He should be pleased with himself; he had succeeded in making Qi Zang toe the line. If just one of these pilots got away with public disobedience, there would be no end of trouble.

He should be pleased, but he was not. Something was wrong. It was a feeling deep inside, a disturbance in his chi. Qi Zang had always had this effect on him, even before her father had died.

She rebelled against everything. Even the social station of a woman. Her father had been of a good family, and yet he had not bound her feet. She walked like a man. She dressed like a man.

And yet, Sun still lusted after her. He liked to think that he was above such things but he was not fool enough to be dishonest with himself. Despite her social disobedience—perhaps because of it—he was attracted to her.

He pushed the thought aside. This was not important. What was important now lay beneath his hand. He had regained the property he required in spite of her—and still he felt uncomfortable.

The hansom cab left the commercial district, crossed the river, and climbed into the better quality residences. The Family provided a decent property for him; it was not his own, but as long as he maintained control it would remain in his possession.

He entered the main living room and had his man place the boxes on a table that had been covered with a rough cloth to protect its polished surface. Pulling Han’s box in front of him, he prised open the lid and pulled out a beautiful small statue of Confucius, the architect of Modern China. It was a good piece and would sell quite well.

Then came Qi’s box, the battle he had had to get it made it seem more valuable. He lifted the lid and ran his hands through the protective straw; his fingers touched something small with a cool, smooth surface. Carefully he brought it out into the light: A delicate vase, Meiping if he was not mistaken, with strong blues showing the signs of the zodiac. No wonder Qi had wanted to hang on to it; this would fetch a very pretty price, enough for several trips.

Or it would have, if Qi had sold it herself.

A sudden banging on the door interrupted his thoughts. Sun frowned. He wanted to set the vase on the desk and enjoy its aesthetic Beauty for a time. This was one piece that would be going into his private collection.

The banging repeated and then ceased. His manservant came through almost at a run, with a westerner in a cheap suit directly behind him and, following him, two uniformed police officers.

The manservant threw himself to the floor in prostration.

“Kuan-Yin Sun? I am arresting you for the theft of certain valuable properties.”

Sun felt a wave of fear run through him. Theft? Yes, of course, there was theft but not from anyone in Delhi. What trick was this?

The fellow in the suit strode over and looked down at the vase on the table. He gestured behind him and an Englishwoman came forward, accompanied by a boy—no, a girl. Another abominable female dressed in men’s clothing.

“Mrs Cameron, do you see anything you recognise in this room?”

The woman stood with head downturned, hands clutched to keep them from shaking. Sun relaxed; he fixed her with his gaze, sneered, and drew his hands into fists. At that she lifted her head, and her gaze became harder, more certain. She looked directly at the vase on the table between them. Sun frowned. She wouldn’t dare.

She raised her arm and pointed at the vase. “That belongs to my husband.” 
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Captain Qi Zang stood on the bridge of the Frozen Beauty. The deck throbbed with the power of the furnace. She could feel the ship coming alive as the super-heated steam flowed through the pipes and into the seven balloons, heating the air and expanding it until the envelopes bulged with lift.

The generators hummed. The Faraday grid was ready to receive the electrical power that would cancel out gravity and allow them to lift.

The ship was ready to depart, but they were forced to wait. Out on the field a horse-drawn hansom rolled towards them at a rapid pace, carrying the passenger and the new crew member.

* * * * *
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The cabbie brought the rig round the Frozen Beauty at an angle, so the blinkered horse would not be scared by the shifting and twisting balloons above the ship.

Smoke pumped steadily from the stack and steam escaped from some of the pipe joints. The ship appeared to be making ready to lift. It was not that Fanning disbelieved Captain Qi—she knew the captain would wait, as she had given her word—but Fanning had been betrayed more than once in both her lives, and the experiments of Dr Munroe had not been the first of those betrayals. Trusting did not come easily any longer.

The hansom came to a stop and Fanning swung down, holding out a hand to assist Mrs Cameron so that she did not trip on the hem of her long and impractical dress.

The woman looked at the Beauty with some concern. It was true the ship was not a passenger vessel and would not provide all the comforts of home. But it was an escape from her boorish and dangerous husband. The captain had offered Mrs Cameron—Beatrice—free passage to any port in exchange for her assistance in saving the Beauty from the hands of Kuan-Yin Sun.

Fanning went to the back of the hansom where the driver had unloaded the baggage. One small case for Fanning, and two cases and a trunk for Beatrice. Fanning piled the cases on the trunk and, with the driver, lifted them all together and headed for the ship.

Beatrice lifted one of the smaller cases from the trunk. It did not make a great deal of difference to the bearers, but they smiled politely regardless.

* * * * *
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Mrs Beatrice Cameron stared at the gaudily coloured ship; the entire hull had been painted in bright blue with flowing white figures, accented by flowers and Chinese characters in brilliant red. Fanning had told her the vessel was christened the Frozen Beauty; the colours reminded her of winter snow and ice and blood. It had been years since Jeremy had brought her out to India, and that long since she had seen a real winter. Delhi was hot all the time, and worse when it rained.

She glanced up as she saw a movement against the blue sky. A man stood on the top deck, looking down. She looked away in embarrassment. He was stripped to the waist, revealing lithe musculature. He did not look at all rough, and both the hair on his head and his moustache were neatly trimmed in a cut she thought might be French.

They moved into the shadow of the ship and out of the sun. From a wide door—presumably used when loading and unloading the ice—a thin man in British army khaki scurried. His bold moustache would have suited any military man. Thankfully he was wearing a shirt, albeit with rolled-up sleeves, undone at the neck and discoloured with his perspiration.

So many men, almost pirates, and she was willingly going on board. Still, Fanning said the captain was a woman. That idea still resounded in Beatrice’s mind: The captain is a woman. And a Chinese. A woman in charge of a sky vessel. It was like a story. As if she had opened a book by H G Wells, Conan Doyle or Jules Verne, and stepped into its pages.

Fanning and the driver put down the trunk. The wiry man took the driver’s place; his muscles bulged as he lifted the weight at his end. Fanning once again took the strain at the other.

Beatrice caught herself staring again. What would Jeremy say?

Her thoughts lingered briefly on her ne’er-do-well husband. It did not matter what Jeremy thought anymore. He was just a memory. Let him see how he would manage without her support. She was taking ship with ice pirates.

* * * * *
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Captain Qi was informed that the passengers’ gear had been stowed. Accommodations had been tricky to organise, as they only had one spare cabin and it was quite small. In the end she had decided to put Fanning in that one, and have Mrs Cameron share with her.

It was better than the other way around. Though it was clear Fanning had the body of a woman, she insisted on behaving like a man, which made bunking with her ... him ... feel somewhat awkward.

Both of them stood on the bridge behind her.

Otto had programmed the Babbage and a course had been decided. Steam pressure was high; Monsieur Darras reported the balloon envelopes to be tight.

“Faraday in one minute,” she said. Dingbang operated the steam klaxon that sounded both inside and outside the ship. The ground crew released the remaining hawsers at the prow and stern. Tying the ship down was an antiquated concept, since the vessel would go nowhere until the Faraday was engaged. Still, the British felt better following their rules—no matter how out of date.

The letter written by Kuan-Yin Sun had ordered the Frozen Beauty restocked and refuelled. With the money they had made from selling the vase, even after having paid Mrs Cameron her share, they could afford to seek new trading grounds without taking a cargo this time around.

But it just felt wrong for a trading vessel to travel without a cargo, so she had managed to get some trade goods to carry south. Their first stop would be Kerala, on the southeast coast.

“Captain?”

Ding broke her out of her reverie; the minute was long past. At her signal he gave another quick burst on the klaxon. She counted to ten and engaged the Faraday device.

She felt the comforting lightening and the ship floated up from the ground, gathering speed. Qi engaged the driving rotors. The Beauty, light of any significant cargo, shot away like a tiger through the grass.

As Qi spun the helm the ship turned like a sailing vessel in a strong breeze, leaping away to the south. And Qi’s heart leapt with her.

.


~ end ~
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