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Now

Fanning backed towards the door of the bridge, the one that led to the cargo hold. She was out of sight of Otto now and could no longer see the navigator’s face twisted in anger.

“Check your course, von Krone!”

Otto said something in German. Angry. Arguing with Captain Qi, who spun round and pointed a gun at him. “Check the course, we have to reach our destination on time. We must stay on course. We must be on time.”

The deck of the Frozen Beauty vibrated beneath Fanning’s feet. The captain was driving the ship hard. They must be burning coal as if it were as cheap as moonshine.

Otto shouted something in German again.

“English!” screamed Captain Qi. Then she shouted in Chinese. “English, you idiot.”

“We are on course, Captain,” he growled without the slightest respect in his voice. “Let me have Fanning, Captain!”

Fanning reached behind her and turned the handle of the door. Without a sound she pushed it open.

“You stay at your post, Herr von Krone,” yelled the captain. “Check the course!”

“I just told you!”

“Check the course, von Krone,” she said, then more Chinese. “Or I’ll blow your brains out.”

As silent as the grave, Fanning slipped through the open door and closed it without the slightest click. There was neither key nor bolt, which was a shame. If she could have trapped the two of them on the bridge it would have made her feel a little more safe.

The short companionway was all greys and shadow. Light filtered around the edges of the trapdoor to the upper deck. Fanning leaned back against the door. The two people on the bridge continued to shout at one another: the captain demanding Otto check the course, he arguing, wanting to “have” Fanning, as if she were a possession, and then obeying.

Fanning felt in her pocket for her pipe and tobacco pouch. By touch she pushed a thick wad into the bowl and pressed it down with her thumb. She slipped the pouch back into the pocket and fished out her box of Vestas.

As they rattled one against the other, she cringed. She opened the box and removed a match, carefully closing it again afterwards, and struck the tip against the rough side of the box. It sparked but did not catch. She did it again.

The flare of the match half-blinded her. Then she saw Mrs Cameron’s face across the companionway in the dark. The woman was staring at her. Fanning hesitated, then touched the flaring tip to the bowl and sucked hard. The flame disappeared into the bowl.

She could only see Beatrice’s eyes reflecting the light. Eyes with pupils so wide they hid any colour in the iris, just like Otto’s and the captain’s. If the eyes were truly gateways to the soul, these gates had been ripped away completely.

The flame reared up again. In the bowl, the tobacco glowed red. Mrs Cameron’s head was fully illuminated now: hair dishevelled, cheeks streaked where tears had fallen and then dried. Fanning sucked the match flame down into the bowl once more.

This time the tobacco glowed with a certainty that it would not now go out. Fanning pulled away the match, extinguishing it with a shake of her hand. She dropped it to the floor and ground out the remaining ember.

Drawing in a lungful of burning pipe-smoke, Fanning felt its calming and restorative power flow through her. She breathed it out, careful not to blow it directly at Mrs Cameron.

She brought her hand to her forehead in salute. “Ma’am.”

“What are you, Fanning?” Beatrice asked, her voice was tremulous. Fanning’s eyes adjusted to the greyness. Mrs Cameron was pressed back against the wall. She glanced here and there, as if she feared something would leap on her at any moment.

“Ma’am?” Fanning knew what Mrs Cameron was talking about, but no one had ever challenged her so directly on her duality. Fanning was so adjusted to it, she did not even notice.

“Are you a man or a woman, Fanning?”

“Can’t rightly say, Mrs Cameron,” she said. “Is that a thing you have a powerful yearning to know?”

“I don’t know whether I should be afraid of you.”

“No need to be afraid, ma’am, either way,” said Fanning. “I won’t hurt you none.”

“That’s what they all say,” she hissed and threw herself at Fanning.

To say that Fanning expected the attack would be an exaggeration, but given recent events it was not wholly unexpected, either. She moved easily to avoid the knife Mrs Cameron held high and inefficiently. It slammed into the wall where Fanning’s head had been just a moment before.

Fanning felt very guilty as she punched the woman in the side. She had said she would not hurt her, but Beatrice had made Fanning into a liar. Her hand hit something ribbed and hard. Mrs Cameron turned on her, seemingly unaffected.

Being a traditional British lady, Beatrice Cameron was fond of her boned undergarments which, on this occasion, acted as armour. Fanning dodged as Beatrice swung a wild blow at her head. The knife remained embedded in the wall.

“I won’t let you hurt me!” she said as she threw another untrained punch at Fanning’s face.

It really was quite awkward. There was no chance Mrs Cameron would hurt her except through dumb luck, but Fanning was keen not to damage Beatrice if at all possible. Like most, if not all, of the crew, Beatrice was overwrought and not in her right mind. She would no doubt regret her actions when she regained her senses.

Fanning dodged past her and headed along the companionway. She turned her back on her assailant—perhaps not the wisest move, but it was quicker that way.

She reached the door to the cabin Mrs Cameron shared with the captain. Fanning had agreed that, for the sake of Mrs Cameron’s honour, it would be better if she bunked with the captain, who was more obviously a woman than Fanning was.

Fanning had grabbed and turned the handle of the door when something heavy hit her between the shoulders. Her forehead slammed into the door. Stupid. Should not have turned her back.

The door fell open and she stumbled inside on unsteady legs. There was a scream behind her and Mrs Cameron hit her again, this time in the middle of her back. Fanning went down, and the deck did not treat her head any more favourably than the door had.

Something heavy and wearing skirts landed on Fanning’s spine. If the ship had not been running under the Faraday, Fanning imagined Mrs Cameron would have knocked the wind out of her. As it was she had Fanning pinned, but it would only take a moment to throw her off since her weight was considerably less than it would normally be.

Mrs Cameron did not give her the chance.

Fanning’s head was yanked up and back by her hair. Then her face was repeatedly slammed into the solid wood of the deck. She could hear the noise of each impact reverberating, partly through the room and partly around the inside of her head.

She clung to consciousness, embarrassed that she had been bested by the least combative member of the crew. With every battering blow, her grip on the real world grew weaker until it was gone completely.

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]
ii   

[image: image]

Yesterday Afternoon

Qi frowned as one of the dockworkers tripped and fell against the door support. The box he was carrying slipped from his fingers and he bent at the knees in a vain attempt to catch it before it hit the ground. He only succeeded in getting his hand caught under it. A solid thump echoed through the cargo bay.

A stream of invective poured from his mouth and he sucked on his bruised fingers. The small crate toppled over and made another less noisy crash. Qi hoped there was nothing important inside.

“Are you listening, Captain?”

Qi turned her attention back to Mrs Cameron. “I’m sorry, Beatrice, what were you saying?”

Beatrice Cameron was decked out in her best European garb complete, from the look of her thin waist, with tightly bound corset. She wondered who had pulled it tight for her. Mrs Cameron might sleep in her cabin but Qi was only there for a few hours a night. Fanning?

“I realise I asked to be brought to the Fortress, and that was all.” She stopped and glanced across the air-dock. Qi followed her gaze. Beyond the cargo area where the Frozen Beauty was docked were the buildings of the passenger embarkation lounge; then came some of the military buildings and standing over it all, Sigiriya.

Sigiriya. The great upthrust of granite located near the middle of Ceylon, where the British had chosen to build their enormous naval dockyard. And almost directly above, seven thousand miles into the Void, hung the Queen Victoria Station: the route to every other world.

“But?” said Qi.

A steam-driven Faraday truck puffed up to the ship, loaded down with more crates belonging to Dr Morbury. Eight workers gathered round to unload it.

“I—I would like to stay on board.”

Qi’s attention snapped around. She had been willing to share her cabin for the duration of this trip because she felt she owed Mrs Cameron a debt for helping her keep the Frozen Beauty from the clutches of the Chinese thugs who claimed to own it.

They did own it, in all truth, but that did not mean Qi was going to let them have it. So she had been grateful enough to provide Beatrice Cameron with free passage to Ceylon to escape her husband.

“What capacity would you see yourself filling on board my ship, Beatrice?” said Qi.

“Cook?”

“Mr Montgomery is a perfectly good cook, I don’t need another one.”

Beatrice hesitated. “But it would free him up; he is your engineer.”

“The two are not mutually exclusive.”

“Chaperone for Fanning.”

Qi laughed. “Even Fanning does not have an adequate job description; he’s just a cabin boy.”

“Someone should look after her—him.”

Qi glanced up. Fanning was leaning over the rail on the top deck, smoking his pipe. “I do not think Fanning needs a nursemaid.”

Mrs Cameron frowned. “There must be something I can do.”

There were shouts from the dock workers as they manhandled the heavy apparatus from the truck down onto the deck and pushed it on runners inside. The trundling sound echoed through the ship.

“It is not that I do not like you, Beatrice,” said Qi. “But I am running a business and I do not give free rides.”

“I’ll pay.”

“Why? You can go back to England, or anywhere else, from here. Or even the Americas, where no one knows who you are and would care even less.”

“What would I do in the Americas, Captain?” said Mrs Cameron, her voice desolate. “Walk the streets because, as you have so ably pointed out, I have no useful skills.”

“I am sorry.”

“I have offered to pay.”

“And I refuse to take your money,” said Qi. “You will squander it on travelling with us and then you will truly be destitute. I will not have that on my conscience.”

The second machine was being offloaded. The men were competent enough, but if she had been in charge of the process she would have slowed them down. They were damaging the cargo.

Still, that was not her concern in this instance. The Beauty was solely for transportation; getting the cargo to its destination was her only responsibility.

Calcutta was close to the Chinese border and under the sway of the gangs, two things which composed a potential concern. But selling the cargo was not required; all they had to do was open the doors and let it be offloaded. They had already been paid for this journey, and for the return trip carrying one of the botanists plus the travel agent.

Mrs Cameron pulled out her kerchief and dabbed at her cheek. A diesel-powered carriage rumbled up to the Beauty and three men extricated themselves from it. The two younger ones, perhaps in their thirties, treated the third, who was old enough to have white hair, with considerable deference.

Qi neither liked nor understood these people. When Dingbang had returned to the ship explaining that he had the commission she was pleased, since carrying passengers and cargo was simpler than cutting ice. Then she had met them, which put a whole new face on the situation. Dr Morbury was a very rude man, and the less she had to do with him the better.

She glanced back at Beatrice. “You can stay on board for this trip.”

“How much?”

“I will not charge you for the reason I gave and I will not set a precedent,” said Qi. “You can, however, liaise with our passengers. I find them difficult to talk to.”

Mrs Cameron suppressed the excitement that reddened her cheeks. “Thank you so much,” she said. “I will do such a good job you will want to keep me.”

“I doubt it, Beatrice,” said Qi. “As I have made quite plain, we do not carry passengers as a rule.”

“When shall I start?”

Qi nodded in the direction of the three men heading in their direction. “Immediately. Make sure everything is to their satisfaction and deal with their accommodation.”

* * * * *
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To Beatrice’s eye, the captain turned and faded from view into the dark interior of the ship. She smoothed down the front of her dress, made one final dab at her eyes to dry them, and then turned towards the oncoming group.

She smiled pleasantly. “Gentlemen, welcome to the Frozen Beauty. My name is Mrs Beatrice Cameron and I will be your ship’s liaison for the journey.” She held out her hand to the older gentleman, who squinted at her. A monocle dangled from his lapel.

He took her hand in a weak grasp and gave it a gentle shake. “A woman?”

Mrs Cameron’s smile did not falter. “My dear sir, your captain is also a woman.”

“Damn suffragists.”

The smile remained in place but any genuine good humour had drained out of her. The captain had certainly given her the worst possible job, presumably as her punishment for nagging.

“And you are, sir?” she said keeping her voice calm. May I have the pleasure of knowing who is insulting me?

After a moment’s hesitation the youngest of the three stepped forwards. “This is Dr Morbury, the Curator of the Botanic Garden in Oxford.”

He said the name of the garden with such significance Beatrice could only assume it was important. Though she looked expectantly in his direction, the great man did not nod his head or acknowledge her in any way.

“And Dr Lambington.”

“Mrs Cameron,” said the second man. He smiled pleasantly but did not offer his hand. He was only in his thirties but already losing his hair, and was quite rotund.

“And I am Tom Ketteridge,” he said and held out his hand.

She shook it. “A pleasure, Dr Ketteridge.”

The old man spluttered.

“Just Mr Ketteridge. I am responsible for the various travel arrangements.”

“My apologies, Mr Ketteridge,” she said. “I am delighted to welcome you all on board.”

“I hope we will have the opportunity to be introduced to all of the crew?”

“Speak for yourself, man,” said Dr Morbury.

“I’m sure that can be arranged, Mr Ketteridge,” said Beatrice, surprised at her own strength of will in suppressing her desire to strike out at the rudeness of the curator.
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Now

Fanning came awake with the awareness that her throat and tongue were very dry. And that her forehead was throbbing.

She blinked her eyes open. She was no longer face down on the floor but face up on a bed. The ceiling was a fuzzy grey, illuminated by the dim light from the porthole.

The reason for the dryness in her mouth came to her; she was completely unable to breathe through her nose. She made to reach up with her left hand to touch it but found her arm would not move. Her wrist was tied. Both were tied. She squinted along her nose; it looked larger than usual, and in the dim light she could see patches of congealed blood.

The beating she had received at the hands of Mrs Cameron had not been a dream at all. She wondered how long she had been unconscious. Long enough for it to have become dusk, apparently. It was difficult to understand what had happened. Even more difficult to understand why she was unaffected.

Assuming she was unaffected. The possibility that everyone else was entirely sane and she was the one that had gone mad crossed her mind. She rejected it, as both of her minds were aware of the other and each of them knew the other had not changed.

It had been difficult when her brother Frank had joined her inside her head. She preferred to think of it that way rather than the truth of it, that her brother had been forced in. It was not a pleasant memory and it had taken a lot of work to just let him be, and even let him take charge. There were times when she was no longer sure whether it was the original her or her brother that was in control.

He had always been bossy because he was older. When their parents died Frank had looked out for her, and he did not see why that arrangement should change just because he was now sharing her body.

Truth was he had been scared to start with—not that he liked to admit it—and she had been the one that had looked after him. But once he had gotten used to the way things were he just did what he always had. Told her what to do.

But that weren’t getting them nowhere.

They were the only ones still in command of their senses. The others seemed to have entirely lost theirs.

She felt the cords that bound her. Stockings, if she was not mistaken. She tried lifting her head. It throbbed mightily as she did so but she saw she was still in the captain’s cabin. This was Mrs Cameron’s bed. And she was here too, sitting on the floor with her back to the door, but asleep. When the ship was light sleeping became a lot easier, even in the oddest of positions.

Fanning’s throbbing head forced her to settle back. It must be the cargo doing this. That was the only explanation. She knew the passengers were plant collectors but she had not taken any interest in them or their cargo. Scientists made her uncomfortable.

As the only one still in charge of their reason it was up to her to save the day, which she would do but for the fact she had been beaten by the weakest member of the crew and was now restrained.

She tested the ties. There was a lot of play but the knots seemed firm. Somehow she had to get out. There was probably no way of doing that without waking Mrs Cameron, so she needed to get untied fast.

By sliding her body over, Fanning found she could get her hand into her pocket. She pulled out the box of matches. Silk was strong but burnt easily. Fanning twisted her hand and found that she could get her fingers under the cord so if she had a lighted match in her fingers she should be able to burn through it.

She jumped as Mrs Cameron snuffled and snored for a moment, muttering words. Fanning could not make them out exactly but they held the tone of someone pleading for mercy. The woman even cried out and moaned as if in pain.

Fanning managed to slide the small tray out of the box of matches. Fumbling, she dumped the contents onto the bed. She sighed and set about putting them into her pocket. She did not want them catching light and burning her to death.

Fairly sure she’d got them all, Fanning wedged the matchbox under her rear end to hold it firm. She retrieved one of the matches and dragged it along the strip on the side of the box.

She winced at the noise but Mrs Cameron did not stir at the sound.

The match did not light. Fanning tried again, striking harder and faster. She missed the box completely and cussed her own ineptitude. Third time’s a charm, she thought.

It wasn’t. Nor the fourth.

Finally the familiar hiss, and the burst of chemical incandescence lit the room. Awkwardly Fanning twisted her fingers and felt the heat on her wrist. She twisted her whole body to make it easier to get the match under the cord without burning her own precious skin.

I’ll have to buy Beatrice some new stockings, she thought as her hand came free. The heat from the match burnt her fingers and she dropped it. The light vanished.

She sat up and made sure the match had gone out. Her head pounded at the sudden movement and she wished she hadn’t. Mrs Cameron did not stir. Fanning managed to undo the other knotted stocking and then did the same for her ankles. She kept glancing over to Mrs Cameron against the possibility she might wake.

Then she was free, and jumped to the deck light as a feather.

Looking down at the sleeping form of Mrs Cameron, she weighed up her choices. Leaving by the door was best, which meant Mrs Cameron would awake. Frank would not hit a woman. Liza herself had no problem with it, but Frank made the rules.

She untied the stocking from the bed and stretched it out. Kneeling by Mrs Cameron’s feet she looped the stocking twice round her ankles, loosely, and made a slipknot. She was surprised how tight she had it before Mrs Cameron came awake.

Fanning yanked the slipknot tight as Mrs Cameron kicked out in reaction. She grabbed Beatrice’s left wrist before the woman had come fully to her senses. With her foot on Mrs Cameron’s ankle, Fanning yanked her arm hard. In a manoeuvre that would have been impossible in normal gravity, Fanning levered Mrs Cameron up and then over so she was face down on the floor.

Fanning nailed Beatrice to the floor with a knee in the middle of her backbone and wrenched her arm back. Beatrice squealed in pain. With her other hand Fanning grabbed the ankle-tie and pulled the woman’s feet up to her wrist. She looped the tie around the wrist and drew it tight. Then she reached over and grabbed the other flailing arm and did the same.

Mrs Cameron was hog-tied.

“I don’t know if it crossed your mind, but I wouldn’t shout none, Beatrice,” she said in the woman’s ear. “Everyone’s gone a little crazy and you wouldn’t want them to find you like this, would you?”

Mrs Cameron said nothing. Fanning rummaged through her skirt until she found Beatrice’s kerchief. She also fetched the other burnt stocking, then forced the cloth into the woman’s mouth and tied it in place.

“You just rest there awhile and keep yourself quiet.” Fanning lifted her easily and placed her on the bed. “I’ll be back.”

And if I’m not, she thought, it’ll be because we’re all knocking on heaven’s door together.
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Yesterday Afternoon

Mrs Cameron led the way into the cargo bay, the three men following.

“We do not have passenger quarters for everyone, this being a cargo vessel,” she said and headed towards the front part of the cargo bay under the bridge. “However, we are preparing temporary accommodation.”

Ichiro was holding a wooden frame while Terry pinned a cloth across it. Several similar frames had been stacked against the wall behind them. Vertical struts to hold the frames, thereby creating makeshift walls, were already in place.

“I realise it may not be what you are used to, Doctor Morbury,” Beatrice continued. “However, it is only for a couple of days.”

The professor harrumphed. “It might seem that way to you, Mrs Cameron,” he said. “We have trekked the wilderness of Venus to bring our specimens home. This represents luxury compared to those conditions.”

Beatrice smiled. “How nice,” she said. “Then you’ll be right at home.”

“As long as they are ready on time.”

Beatrice glanced at Terry, who nodded. “They will, of course, be quite ready.

“Would you like to inspect your cargo?” she asked out of courtesy, although she would have preferred to leave them. She had to remind herself she was trying to make a good impression so that the captain kept her aboard.

She knew she could maintain the illusion. Her husband had always been trying to make a good impression with his seniors by entertaining at home, requiring her to be the perfect hostess, a role at which she had succeeded. She had even continued to smile after Ellis Greatrix, one of the senior partners, had touched her inappropriately. He had always accepted her husband’s invitations. She even had the idea that her husband had wanted her to “accommodate” the man, just so he would be promoted. She had not done so.

“I understand you are transferring plant samples?” said Beatrice conversationally as they walked across the cargo bay. On this side, Remy was at work with Otto installing pipes through from the engine room.

The Frenchman usually wore his work clothes since he was to be found on the upper deck tending the balloons. This was the first time, however, Beatrice had seen the young German computationer wearing anything other than a suit. In fact she was certain he did not own anything else. She concluded the overalls he wore must belong to Remy, as they were of the same design and were rolled up at the ankles. Remy was quite tall.

In response to her question the two younger scientists seemed to tighten up. The older man replied, “Yes. Living samples.”

“Is it as hot on Venus as they say?”

“Yes, Mrs Cameron, the planet is considerably closer to the sun and is thus much hotter.”

Remy grunted and muttered something in French under his breath. Mrs Cameron only caught part of it; it was not complimentary. She glanced nervously at the scientists, but if any of them had noticed they did not react.

Mrs Cameron turned away from the Frenchman. “So the plants need heat to survive?”

“That is correct,” said Dr Lambington. “Once your fellow has prepared the heating elements we must switch it on.”

“And you’re going to Calcutta?”

At her words Dr Lambington exchanged glances with the Curator of the Botanic Garden and then returned his attention to Beatrice.

“If you don’t mind me saying so,” he said, “it seems unusual for a lady of your quality to be aboard a vessel such as this.”

If he had intended to make her feel uncomfortable he had most certainly succeeded in his goal. She hesitated and found no convincing lie to tell.

“Allow me to show you the rest of the vessel so that you can get your bearings.”

* * * * *
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Qi went over the chart again. This was a simple cargo trip. In fact, it was entirely possible this could become a new type of business for them.

Carrying ice from the mountains to the cities was as reliable as any trade, which meant they were victim to all the usual problems with taxes, cargo loading and unloading, working in freezing temperatures, navigating treacherous mountains in a balloon craft. Not to mention the competition from the individual traders with two or three ships, and the big companies with dozens of vessels and their ability to buy coal, and other necessities, in bulk at lower prices.

And buy more than they needed to drive up the price for their rivals.

It had been a stroke of luck when Dingbang had fallen into conversation with Mr Ketteridge. The fellow was not a fool; he had recognised that a ship insulated against heat to prevent ice from melting in transit was equally insulated against the cold.

Or rather, protected in such a way that the plants they were transporting could be kept hot more easily than on another vessel without insulation.

The journey from the Fortress in Ceylon up to Calcutta would not take more than a couple of days and the scientists were willing to pay well for it. Perhaps this was a business opportunity, transporting exotic plants from the planets to locations across India. And why stop at India? They could travel across the world delivering items that others would have more difficulty in carrying.

And where would that get her?

The Beauty was her life; it was her soul. If she succeeded in running a business carrying such things, they would have to expand. They would need a faster ship in order to compete, because as soon as it was clear they had found a new trade others would come in, offering cheaper and faster transportation. The big transportation companies would muscle in and force her out of business.

She shook her head.

No. This was not a good plan. Just take these fellows where they wanted to go and let that be the end of it. Nothing in this world would make her give up her ship.

Which brought her once more to the question of Calcutta. It was in Bengal, less than half a day’s journey from China. There were plenty of ice ships from the mountains that came down to that hell-hole.

They needed to be in and out as fast as possible.

She rubbed her right hand idly. It had been itching on and off for the last day; she tried not to scratch it because it just made things worse. He hadn’t commented on it but Dingbang had also been scratching. Must be something in the air.
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Now

Fanning opened the door a little way and peered out.

The companionway was dark. The sound of Qi still shouting at Otto filtered down through the gloom. Fanning was surprised, but glad, that the captain had not shot him. How many hours had this been going on? Fanning wondered what was wrong with them; the symptom seemed to be some sort of mania. The captain was obsessed with arriving on time and with Otto, but he had seemed inordinately interested in Fanning herself.

Mrs Cameron had an equally undefined concern eating at her. The upshot was that she wanted to tie Fanning up and did not trust her. That was not an unusual reaction but the intensity was inappropriate, especially from someone who already knew Fanning well.

That this behaviour stemmed from their cargo was not in question. Something about these plants from Venus caused folks to behave oddly. Fanning had seen how careless the dock workers had been bringing the equipment and the plants on board. Obviously there had been an escape.

She shut the door on the quietly complaining Mrs Cameron and crept towards the rear. The door to the “cold-lock” stood closed at the end of the passage.

Should she head directly inside? She did not know if the scientists were affected. They should be, as they were the closest to the plants.

Fanning hesitated. What would be the problem with entering the cargo hold from the cold-lock? It was too obvious and, if there was any danger at all, it would come from there.

What were the options?

Go up on to the top deck and then down at the rear of the ship. There was no door from the engine room to the cargo hold but the newly installed steam pipes went through the floor.

Final option: Climb out onto the side of the ship and go in through the access door. It should be locked, though that would not present more than a minute’s delay. That seemed the most unexpected option.

Fanning decided, turning away from the cold-lock door. She returned to the ladder and climbed towards the top deck. After a quick look behind her, she slid back the bolt and pushed it up, making a gap of less than an inch. The sound of the wind rushing across the deck filled her ears.

She peered out and tried to take in as much as possible of the deck.

There was no sign of Remy.

She pushed the hatch up further and slipped out, keeping low to the deck, then let it down and bolted it on the outside. The wind from their forward movement flowed past her in a constant stream.

It crossed her mind that Remy might be untouched. Except for the fact he had spent a lot of time in the cargo hold when the plants were brought on board, making sure everything was working properly and at the right temperature.

Otto had assisted him and Otto was not his usual self, so it was best to assume the worst until she found matters to be otherwise. Avoiding Remy completely would be the best move.

Fanning crept towards the stern. Above her the envelope holding the seven giant balloons that kept the ship aloft rippled and flowed as the Beauty travelled through the air.

Remy was a genius with hot air balloons. Even Fanning, who was not technical, could appreciate the cleverness of the design. Rather than having fires heating the air inside the balloons—like all the other ice cargo vessels of this type—they ran steam from the engines through pipes into the balloons and heated the air that way.

She glanced out past the deck towards the horizon. Across the broad yellows and greens of India the sun was going down. They were several miles out from the coast. Fanning guessed that Qi was running them across a bay as a short cut. But if they lost the light, they would only be able to steer by their compass.

It was not that they were likely to bump into anything over the ocean at night; most air traffic except the really big ships spent the dark hours on the ground. But they were over water and, in Qi’s current state of mind, it was unclear whether she even think about the problems.

Two arms wrapped themselves around Fanning’s and pulled tight.

“Quickly, mon ami,” said Remy into her ear. “We must get inside before they see us.”

* * * * *
[image: image]

Inside Remy’s shed the steam gauges showed they were running at full efficiency. Remy had pushed her inside, not too hard, and bolted the door behind himself.

“Here,” he said and held out a glass of wine. “Vive la révolution!” Remy scratched his right palm, then lifted his own glass and repeated in English, though French was common enough where Fanning came from. “To the revolution, my friend, may it never end.”

Uncertain how to respond, but not wanting to upset the Frenchman, Fanning raised her glass and took a sip. “Long live the revolution.”

Any hope that Remy had not been affected had obviously been in vain, but at least he was not trying to kill her.

“I need to get into the cargo hold,” she said. “Without being seen.”

“Will you set a bomb?”

“No.”

The light in Remy’s eyes fell. “We must kill la bourgeoisie.”

“We would kill ourselves,” she said. “No, Remy, I want to destroy their cargo.”

“To bankrupt them and destroy them.”

She hesitated. “Yes, that’ll be a more fitting punishment.”

“How will you get there?”

“I thought you would know.”

“We cannot trust the British or any of their allies,” said Remy, drawing closer and speaking in lower tones as if they might be overheard.

“You mean Mr Montgomery?”

“Oui, he is a dangerous man.”

“So how do I get down there?”

The ship lurched. Remy glanced at the pressure gauges; Fanning followed his gaze. The needles were solidly at full pressure without a flicker. The engines on the port side roared and the ship swung to starboard.

“What’s happening?” shouted Fanning as she jumped to her feet.

Remy shouted something in a language Fanning did not recognise; it was not French. The engines shifted direction again.

“Call the captain,” said Fanning, pointing at the speaking tube.

“Non!” That was French.

“I’ll do it.” Fanning grabbed the tube, pulled out the brass whistle, then blew down it hard.

They waited. The ship regained a semblance of stability but still swung under the balloons. Fanning blew again.

“What?” came the tinny reply from the captain.

Then there was a clatter and something at the far end of the tube smashed. The ship swung again; this time the nose tilted upwards but the vessel wouldn’t climb unless Remy adjusted the balloons.

Then the background whining of the engines wound down and stopped. The ship swayed in the wind as it drifted.

“How in hell’s name do I get down to the cargo hold, Mr Darras?”
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Early Yesterday Evening

Beatrice had finished introducing Mr Ketteridge to the crew, most of whom were working on the modifications to accommodate the passengers and their cargo. All except Fanning.

“Would you care to come up to the top deck, Mr Ketteridge?”

He smiled. “I’ll be happy to go wherever you wish. At least until the sleeping arrangements have been sorted out.”

“It shouldn’t be much longer,” she said and led the way from the bridge into the companionway. “These are crews’ quarters and mess—such as it is.”

“You sleep here?”

She blushed. “Of course,” she said. “I berth with the captain. It is not a large vessel.”

Beatrice opened the door to the mess and the galley beside it. The table filled most of the space with chairs crammed in around it.

“I see what you mean,” he said. “Very cosy.”

“We eat in here but not all together,” she said. “There just isn’t the space.”

“What about our meals?”

“We are having a meal with the captain on the bridge later,” she said. “Otherwise they will be brought down to you. Or you can eat up on the top deck if the weather is fine.”

That provided a smooth link as they reached the ladder leading up to the top deck. She stood back to allow him to go first.

“After you, Mrs Cameron,” he said.

“You are the guest, Mr Ketteridge, you first,” she said. She had no desire to have him examining her ankles and lower legs as she climbed. She hoped he did not press the point because it would not be possible to argue without making the reason clear, which would be embarrassing to both of them.

He did not force the issue and climbed.

Beatrice hitched up her skirt and followed. On board she wore fewer petticoats since they made it much harder to get about. The captain wore men’s trousers, as did Fanning. Beatrice had thought about it but simply could not bring herself to do it, and cycling bloomers were no longer fashionable.

She accepted Mr Ketteridge’s hand as she climbed out of the hatch and stood up on the deck. Ceylon was hotter than she remembered, although it had been several years since she had been here.

“Is it like this on Venus?” she asked. Mr Ketteridge was scanning the horizon. From this vantage point they could see across a great deal of the city to the north wall that separated it from the slums beyond. Nearer buildings blocked their view to the south and west, while Sigiriya itself dominated the east.

“You are from Delhi?”

“Ipswich originally,” she said with a smile. “But I have spent the last few years in Delhi.”

“Imagine the worst heat and humidity during the monsoon,” he said.

She nodded. Summers in Delhi were intensely hot, and the humidity made it almost impossible to maintain any degree of decency. She had frequently had the desire to dispense with her European clothing and turn native. “Venus is like that?”

“Far worse,” he said. “It is bad everywhere but in certain parts it is as if the air itself were boiling water.”

“I am surprised anyone would want to live in such a place.”

“It is a place of wonders, Mrs Cameron,” he said. “And, of course, such resources of iron and other commodities that our empire cannot resist.”

She realised that he had not, since helping her from the hatch, released her hand and she could feel a curious sensation, a tingling, in it. Somewhat embarrassed she gently pulled away, so as not to imply there was anything unusual or inappropriate.

“The main shed there,” she said, indicating the construction in the centre of the deck, “is the steam control room. Monsieur Darras is in charge of our buoyancy.” One wide pipe emerged from the deck near the rear and entered the shed. Seven pairs of pipes, one going out and one returning, came from the roof and went out to the seven balloons that lifted the ship. They were inflated now, but as the ship’s Faraday was switched off the Beauty remained firmly on the ground.

She looked around, sure Fanning had been up here. She had seen him earlier, but he was nowhere in sight.

“I had hoped to introduce you to Fanning,” she said. “But perhaps later.”

Mr Ketteridge smiled at her, and there was a hint of something else in his eyes. She looked away quickly. “Being alone with you here is most pleasant,” he said.

She felt trapped. Returning down the ladder would be difficult.

Perhaps she could deflect the issue. “I must admit I am curious, Mr Ketteridge,” she said, moving away from him to the low rail around the edge of the deck.

“About what?”

“Why you are going to Calcutta, instead of returning directly to Oxford,” she said. “Surely you are putting your samples at risk.”

“That is quite easy to answer,” he said, coming to stand beside her but no longer too close. “The colleges of Oxford and the bequests to the Botanic Garden are, unfortunately, insufficient to fund a trip to Venus of this sort. The doctor was required to find some private support, something I was able to help with. We must visit our most generous patron.”

“And what does he get from the trip?”

“This particular gentleman wishes to remain anonymous,” he said. “As such, his reward is his own live sample to show off to his friends or keep in secret, just as he chooses.”

Beatrice nodded. It was entirely reasonable.

“Are all your samples plants?”

“Plants and fungi, yes,” he said. “After all, it is a botanical expedition. Considering the nature of most of the beasts on such a primeval planet as Venus, we would have required a hunter of considerable stature to bring them down. And a much larger vessel than the Frozen Beauty to carry them.”

Beatrice had read several novels purporting to tell tales of adventures on the alien planet. “Are there natives on Venus?”

He laughed. “Not that we have found. Nothing with any intelligence to exceed perhaps a dog, and then not even as clever as that.”

“I think I should like to visit one day.”

“If you do,” he said, “I would be happy to arrange the excursion for you.”

She turned and smiled. “Shall we go down?”
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Yesterday Evening

Mr Montgomery was still working on the accommodations with Ichiro so Qi had, reluctantly, asked Mrs Cameron and Fanning to prepare the evening meal for her and their guests. Qi had made a point of ignoring the look Beatrice had given her.

Qi was uncertain what to do about the woman. It was very inconvenient having her aboard but in this instance she had turned out to be useful. Dr Morbury was a very unpleasant person and Qi was glad to be able to delegate the responsibility of baby-sitting him.

They sat around a table that had been brought in from the inadequate mess. The cutlery mostly matched, and Beatrice had unearthed some Chinese-made crockery Qi had completely forgotten they owned. It was classic willow pattern, for export only. It had been part of a shipment her father had carried a long time ago.

Qi had insisted on sitting at the end, facing forwards towards the window. Remy, at the other end, had donated one of his wines, so much better than the drinks they usually had. Fanning was serving and seemed to have some skill in it. Mrs Cameron sat next to the very quiet Dr Lambington—who for all he seldom spoke never ceased to fidget, which was quite distracting.

On the other side were Dr Morbury, opposite Mrs Cameron, and Mr Ketteridge, flanking Qi opposite the restless Lambington. Six of them for a dinner of chicken, potatoes and peas.

“Better than most of what we ate on the trip,” said Mr Ketteridge when Qi apologised for the simple fare.

They ate in silence and the awkwardness dragged out.

“Mrs Cameron has been enquiring as to the flora, fauna and fungi of our sister planet, Dr Morbury.”

The doctor made a dismissive noise through a mouthful of chicken.

“My knowledge is so unscientific,” said Ketteridge. “I thought you might like to enlighten our hosts.”

“Really can’t imagine where to start,” he said.

Mrs Cameron piped up. “Would you say the creatures of Venus are from the same source as us?”

Morbury almost choked. Qi looked up in concern; it would be inconvenient to have a passenger die on them, but the curator was laughing.

It was the timid and fidgeting Dr Lambington who replied. “That is more of a ... ah ... philosophical question, Mrs Cameron.”

“Really?” she said, and let it hang in the air. It was the kind of void a scientist could not resist filling.

“Oh yes,” he said. “For us to have a common ancestor there would have to have been some sort of connection between our planets.”

Morbury snorted his derision.

“But for anyone to think that, they would have to fail to comprehend the distances involved, Mrs Cameron,” said Lambington. “It is quite unthinkable Venusian creatures could have any connection with us, and equally impossible for such life as remains on the Red Planet.”

Morbury leaned forwards and jabbed in her direction with his fork. “The planets age like all forms of life,” he said. “Mars is the oldest and is in its death throes, while Venus is still young and vital. The age of life upon our planet is in the billions of years. The scope of these concepts is far beyond a woman’s capacity to understand.”

Qi saw Mrs Cameron straighten and look Dr Morbury in the eye. “My father is a geologist, Dr Morbury,” she said carefully. “I have developed an interest in the subject, and it is the opinion of all geologists that the Earth cannot possibly be more than four hundred million years old.”

“Ridiculous,” said Morbury digging his knife viciously into his chicken. “Geology is not a science, Mrs Cameron. Children playing with stones in the garden.” He took a moment to consume a fork’s worth of breast. “It is life itself that tells us the age of the planet. Darwin demonstrated the development of life could only occur through natural selection, and that process cannot possibly occur at such a rate.”

Mrs Cameron’s face was developing an angry shade of red. Rather than let her say something untoward, Qi entered the conversation. “How can you be so sure?”

Dr Lambington shifted in his seat. “Captain, you see, only the tiniest changes can occur from generation to generation, and even then only in some individuals of any given species. Then these changes must be inherited and develop a little more and so on.”

Morbury dropped his cutlery onto his plate with a distracting clatter. “The point is this: If life changed at such a stupendous rate, we would wake up tomorrow to find a new and better species of human taking over the world. In fact,” he said, “we would not be having this conversation because by now we would all have developed wings and the ability to fly through the Void under our own power.”

Perhaps wisely, no one sought to argue. Morbury pushed his seat back and finished off his wine and then held it towards Remy for a refill. Mr Darras gave Qi a dark look and then emptied the remainder of the wine into the doctor’s glass.

“As I understand it,” said Qi quietly, “life on Venus does not differ all that much from life here.”

“Both the bat and the bird can fly,” said Morbury. “Even some squirrels and fish can fly. They are not the same. Yes, the animals on Venus have legs similarly jointed to ours. They have skeletons and circulatory systems. There are flowers and creatures similar to insects that perform the same function as pollinating bees and wasps.

“Just because they have developed the same function does not mean they have the same source. Besides, it is on Venus that the fungi have come into their own as the dominant life form. And it is the fungus that we are bringing back.”

“How do you mean, dominant?” asked Beatrice, who seemed to have regained control of herself.

It was Lambington who shivered and said, “It’s everywhere.”
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Now

The horizon was glowing with the last light of the sun. But for Fanning the sky was below her feet and the sea, reflecting the same rose hue, was above. Quite how she had allowed Remy Darras to persuade her to hang upside-down outside the ship’s hull, she was not entirely sure.

She was trusting her life to a crazy Frenchman. He had been pretty crazy even when not under the influence of whatever it was. The question of why she was unaffected still bothered her—along with the idea that perhaps she was affected after all and only thought she was sane.

Did crazy people think they were sane? They probably did.

Rocked by a gust of wind, the ship swung away from her and then returned. She put out her arms to cushion the blow but the hull bludgeoned into her, spinning her away. As she twirled, she caught a glimpse of the length of the vessel and Remy above her.

When she was close to the hull, she was on the border of the Faraday effect; it made her skin feel odd. As she swung away her weight increased to normal. The rope paid out until Remy gripped it harder.

She was almost down to the lowest level.

The idea was that she would be able to peek inside and decide what was to be done. What she wanted was to dump the cargo overboard and never mind the consequences. She had seen the way the dock workers had mishandled the boxes and crates. There was no question they had damaged them and something unpleasant had leaked out.

A fungus.

She had heard Lambington at dinner, but she already knew about Venusian fungus. The scientist who had done this to her and brother had also used fungi. It was in the pamphlets and science journals that he read. The fungus that resembled the human brain and could act like one if given a pattern to follow.

But it was too expensive for him, so he had chosen a different path.

The hull cracked Fanning on the head. She could imagine the sound echoing through the cargo hold and hoped no one would come to investigate. Rubbing her skull, she studied where she was in relation to the ship.

There was one porthole below her. The one she had been aiming for. She looked “down” and saw Remy leaning over the top of the rail. In the fading light, she couldn’t clearly see the expression on his face. Somewhere between a grin and a grimace.

She gave him a thumbs-up and he let out the rope again.

And then it was no longer supporting her at all.

As the porthole flashed past, she got the impression of a light inside. She flung out her arms. The sea was a long way below. Her hands dragged along the wood, failing to make any purchase. Her body turned as she fell until she was face down.

Then there was no ship’s hull, and only the wide ocean below. Her fingers caught. She gripped reflexively. Her feet swung underneath her and she came to a joint-jarring stop, dangling beneath the Frozen Beauty. Moments later there was a slight jerk around her waist as the loose rope stretched out to its full length beneath her.

From where she hung she could see the thin layer of wood that covered the Faraday grid in the bottom of the vessel. It was painted brightly with the Chinese characters that made up the ship’s name. If she were within the Faraday effect this would be easy, but she was not and her full weight dragged on her arms.

Carefully she looked up. She was clinging to a lip running along the lower edge of the hull; there were holes in it at intervals where the Beauty could be tied down if needed. It was solid but her fingers would carry her weight for only so long, and they were already tiring.

The Beauty’s engines ran up to speed and she swung as it moved off. Whatever disagreement there had been on the bridge had clearly been resolved.

It was hopeless. She could barely hold her own weight; there were no additional grips that she could see and nowhere to go except down. She adjusted one hand so that the tips of her fingers curled into one of the mooring holes. It was a little firmer like that.

Then she knew what to do. If she failed, she would just fall to her death a little sooner than if she simply hung until her muscles failed. It would mean she would have to grip by one hand for a time, but hope gave her strength.

She looked down at the rope dangling below her. It was long but she didn’t have to reel it all in—just enough to get a loop through the hole.

She hesitated. The longer she waited the harder it would be. She took a deep breath, made sure her right hand was firmly hooked into the hole, and then let go with the left. The fingers of her right hand felt as if they would give at any moment.

Reaching down to her waist she found the dangling rope and lifted it. She desperately wanted to hurry but her brother, whispering from the back of her mind, kept her moving slow. She brought her left hand up with the rope, playing through it as she did so.

The weight of it wanted to rip through her fingers but she kept her palm under it. She reached the position where both arms were stretched up and two lengths of rope were in front of her. It was not so much that her right hand hurt, as that it felt as if it was going numb and she would fall without realising it was going to happen.

Because only one arm was supporting her and stretched her shoulder, the other no longer reached all the way to the lip. Awkwardly she brought the rope down to her face and held it in her teeth while she made a loop and twisted it, forcing it to bend. Taking both parts of the loop in her free hand, she lifted it again.

She was able to see the end of the loop through the hole, even drag it across the fingers of her right hand. There was no way she could make it bend enough to come down through the hole. Shooting pains lanced through her shoulder. She could not last much longer.

Desperately she shoved the loop of rope against the hull above the hole. Again and again it flipped upwards. She twisted her arm and tried to get more height as she felt her fingers beginning to slip. One more shove. This time it slipped down and into the hole. She stared in disbelief as she shoved more rope and the loop descended several inches further.

Her right hand could hold on no longer. She released the rope with her left hand. As she descended the loop went up again. With one last flail of her left arm, she thrust her hand and then forearm through the loop before it slid back up through the hole. Her weight now pulled on both ends of the rope, and she came to a halt dangling a thousand feet above the ocean.
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Late Yesterday Evening

The dinner party, such as it was, had broken up. The two scientists had returned to the cargo hold. Dr Lambington had said something about being unwell, which might have explained his restlessness.

Beatrice was standing at the window of the bridge looking out into the night. The dark of the city was highlighted by electric street lamps and punctuated by bright windows. Dominating it all was the Fortress on Sigiriya, ablaze with artificial light.

“May I escort you in a turn around the upper deck?” asked Mr Ketteridge, who had moved up to stand near her—not too close—and also looked out.

Beatrice looked over at him. She was a married woman, and yet not so married since she had left her wastrel husband. Tom Ketteridge was an average-looking man, she thought. Not handsome but certainly not the sort to drive a girl away by his looks.

And he had done interesting things.

“If you promise to tell me of your adventures on Venus, Mr Ketteridge.”

“I believe it would be acceptable for you to call me Tom,” he said. “May I call you Beatrice?”

She offered her arm by way of acceptance.

Otto was back at his desk working with his notebook and the cards he used to run the Babbage. His face, when he glanced up at the two of them, was glowering. Beatrice allowed herself a slight sigh of confirmation. Otto had taken a fancy to her.

They at least made it to the door with some semblance of propriety but the door and companionway were too narrow to allow them through together. Worse, the ladder to the top deck demanded a complete lack of decorum. But presently they were side by side at the rail in the open.

“Is it true the Venusian fungi can walk and hunt?”

“I believe you have been reading fiction stories, Beatrice,” he said, and she could hear the laugh in his voice.

“Is that a no?”

“It is a no,” he said with a note of finality. “But, I know where those stories come from.”

She waited but he did not seem about to continue. “Tell me, Tom,” she said. “You cannot lead a girl up to the edge in that manner and then fail to cross the threshold.”

He sighed. “It is not very pleasant.”

“I want to know.”

“Very well,” he said. “It is very common to find the remains of animals completely buried in fungus.”

“That does not sound very frightening.”

“They are stripped to the bare bone, and usually they are in the process of being digested. It’s quite common. Even people have been found,” he said. “Of course, the fungus is only a carrion eater, in effect. The creature is killed and the fungus grows on it. Fungi cannot move on their own.”

“So what kills them?”

“Oh, any sort of predatory animal, suffocation in a cloud of insects, poisonous plants, even simple heat exhaustion—there are a hundred ways to die on Venus without having to invent walking mushrooms.”

“It sounds silly when you say it like that.”

“It is.”

She did not pull away when he put his arm about her waist.

“There,” he said and pointed into the sky. Just above the horizon was a glowing white disk, brighter even than the Victoria Station directly above them.

“So small,” she said.

“So very far,” he said. “Would you like me to take you there?”

“Could I trust you?”

“Of course.”

Beatrice was perfectly well aware that his response had been too slick and too quick. A better man would have hesitated and considered all his misdeeds before answering. A better man might have been honest and said no—and she would have admired him for that.

But this was not the nineteenth century. The old queen was dead and gone. Her son Edward had brought a new decadence to the world despite his age, and he too was dead.

Things were not as they had been in her mother’s day. If she wanted to kiss a man who she had only met this very day—though she knew him to be a chancer and even if she was still, technically, married—then she could.

Even if all those things were true... She turned slowly, allowing him to keep his arm about her waist. His other hand reached out and clasped her bare shoulder. She shivered at his touch.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Did I scare you?”

“It’s getting a little chill up here now the sun has gone,” she said.

He said nothing more but drew her close. She raised her face and looked up at his. He leaned down and kissed her. She felt a tingle as his lips pressed against hers.

She had not kissed any man save her husband before. Tom Ketteridge tasted different. She placed her hand on his arm and felt the muscles beneath his shirt. He was considerably more athletic than her husband.

She blushed and was grateful it was dark enough that he would not see.

“So if you took me to Venus, would you protect me from all the predators?”

“All save one,” he said.

“Oh really?” she said. “What is this predator from whom you would not protect me?”

“Myself,” he said and crushed her to him, locked his lips with hers. The sensitive flesh of her lips was pressed hard against her teeth and it hurt. His hand slipped to the front of her bodice, he pressed hard and his fingers dug painfully into the top of her breast.

She revised her opinion.

He was arrogant and unskilled in matters of love. The initial attraction evaporated. Unfortunately, he was now thoroughly convinced of her cooperation and she needed to extricate herself from this awkward situation before it went any further.

Her knight-in-armour appeared on deck. “Mrs Cameron?”

Otto! She pulled back and pushed Mr Ketteridge away. Automatically, her hand went to her hair.

“Excuse me, Mr Ketteridge.”

She escaped from the rail and stumbled across to Otto. “Did you need something, Otto?”

“Herr Montgomery asked me to inform you that the passenger berths have been completed.” Otto spoke in a slightly distracted way, his attention drawn over her shoulder to Mr Ketteridge.

“Excellent news. Thank you, Otto.” She turned. “Shall we go down and inspect them?”

She did not wait for an answer but went straight to the hatch and down into the ship.
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Now

The Beauty increased in speed. Fanning bobbed back and forth on the rope. She managed to wrap the rope around her left leg and foot to provide additional support. By pressing her other foot against the rope she could take the strain from her arms.

She clung to the rope, with her arms wrapped around them. For the time being she felt secure but she could not stay here. If the state of the crew worsened they would probably crash the ship. She had to know what was going on in the hold.

The light of day had faded but the moon would be up soon.

The thrumming of the driving propeller vibrated through the ship. She could both hear and feel it. While she had been on board no longer than Mrs Cameron, Fanning still regarded it as her home—the only home she had had since she had left the southern United States. She did not want to lose it.

She was already tied to one end of the rope. She pulled in the loose end and made a knot so that she was secure. Her arms had recovered sufficiently that she was able to climb, so she passed the end of the rope through one of the other mooring loopholes.

Now, if she fell again, she would not have to worry about the drop, only the pain that the rope around her middle would inflict.

Her eyes had been adjusting with the change in light levels, and the side of the vessel was now highlighted in blacks and whites. With her additional security in place she climbed again, taking care to make as little noise as possible.

She located the small crew-door into the cargo area. It had an external handle that she was able to use as a grip, once she had succeeded in getting her feet onto the lip. She slid herself up the side of the hull by digging her nails into tiny imperfections in the wood to maintain her hold.

She was not planning on opening the door, even if it was unlocked, which it should not be, given that they were in flight. However, there was a porthole beside the door.

Making sure her feet were secure along with her grip on the handle, she leaned across to look in through the porthole. She could not come within six inches of it, even on tip-toe. She was too small.

She moved out along the lip so that she was positioned directly below the porthole. Now she just needed to gain three inches of height.

A high-pitched whine erupted near her head, making her jump. The directional thruster above her and close to the bridge had engaged; steam poured from its exhaust as the turbine spun up to speed.

The Beauty was turning.

Fanning looked down between her feet. There was only the ocean. She had no way of knowing her bearings. The wheeling stars would no doubt have told her, if she knew how to read them. Something was happening on the bridge and she imagined that it could not be a good thing.

She focused on the task she had set for herself. The cargo was the source of the trouble. If she could deal with that then all else would be resolved. She paused and thought of how she would appreciate a pipe of tobacco right now. Smoking helped her to think.

Her other half mocked her. The truth was simple enough. She did not want to go any further. She was afraid of what she might find. When she had been with the scientist, he had talked about the experiments being carried out across the world. He seemed not to comprehend how man’s arrogance damned him. He believed he could act without consequence, or failing that, that there was no possible outcome that more science could not deal with.

She and her brother were one of those consequences.

The whine from the thruster unit dropped in pitch and ceased altogether. Whatever their new course, they were now on it. The Beauty swung away from her. As she was on the edge of the Faraday effect, she felt herself increase in weight.

She lifted her right foot and moved it around on the hull until she found the tiniest ledge. She put pressure on it; though it could not be wider than a finger’s width her foot did not slip. She reached up with one hand and caught hold of the porthole frame. The Beauty’s swing brought it back the other way and she felt the Faraday field sweep through her.

With her new lightness she put her weight on her right foot and lifted herself up to the porthole with almost no effort at all. Her left foot hung free.

Condensation on the outside of the glass, caused by the high temperature within, prevented her from seeing anything but a blur of light and shadow. Taking a chance, knowing that movement would be more noticeable, she released her grip on the porthole and wiped her hand across the glass. It took a bit of scrabbling, but she regained her grip.

For a moment the smeared water vapour was even worse than before but it settled and cleared. She peered inside. The familiar confines of the cargo hold looked normal, save for the modifications that Terry had performed.

The Beauty swung back again and she felt her weight increasing. She clung tightly and hoped her foot would not slip. For the space of ten heartbeats it held firm and the ship commenced its return swing.

Fanning saw a movement by one of the sleeping compartments. The doors were nothing more than draped material, and there was a movement at the bottom of one. She watched as a hand appeared, a head, and then she could see it was Dr Morbury, crawling out of his cubicle.

She watched with the same variety of morbid fascination one has when watching an insect dying. Morbury did not lift his head to see where he was going; he just moved in fits and starts, one limb and then another. It seemed, once or twice, he forgot one. He failed to move a knee on one occasion and it dragged behind. Then he forgot an arm and fell forwards.

Fanning barely noticed as her weight increased and then decreased as the vessel swung back and forth.

The crawling doctor stopped. He coughed. Something grey, about an inch across, was ejected from his mouth and hit the deck where it simply stuck. He coughed again and more emerged.

The arm he had previously forgotten lost its strength and, in the reduced gravity, he rolled over in a parody of a dying fly. She could see his face clearly, or rather she could see the place where his face should have been. His eye sockets were a mass of grey and the flesh of his cheeks partially eaten away, replaced by the same ghastly mass.

Even as she watched the skin of his neck transformed as if it was being eaten from the inside out and converted into a fungoid growth.

He shivered a few times as what muscles were still operable quivered and twitched. Then he ceased to move while the fungus continued to consume him.
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That Morning

Dingbang woke feeling strange. Sunlight poured in through the porthole of his cabin. He scowled. The ship was light; they must have set off. Why had he not been woken? He sat up and despite the lack of gravity his head spun as if he had stood too fast.

He felt around his head to see if he had been injured but could find nothing. Had he eaten something bad? Had he been ill for days? Had the ship been hijacked?

The last thought lingered. Of all the options, the idea that he had been drugged seemed the most likely. He could have been out for days. They might have killed the rest of the crew—no, that did not make sense. If they had killed the crew, why would they have kept him alive?

But despite his rationalisation he knew there was a reason. They might want him back, and no one else. Least of all Qi.

He let himself down gently on the deck. It was not that his head hurt or even that he felt sick. It was simply that everything about him felt wrong. As if he had the influenza.

He pushed his feet into his sandals and padded to the door but stopped before he reached it on realising he was very thirsty. Returning to the dresser he drained the jug of water he kept for washing. He spilt much of it on himself but downed enough to quench his need for the time being.

If they had intended him to be a prisoner they would have locked the door, but it was open. He peered out carefully. There was no one in sight.

His understanding of the situation was improving as time went on. Clearly Ketteridge was not what he had seemed. He and the others must be Company men who had finally located Dingbang, and this was a ruse to return him to the fold.

And, since Qi’s father was dead, they would want Qi as well. They might assume she had been told about the Company. But her father had never told her and indeed had asked Dingbang himself to protect her without giving her that knowledge. It is not a burden she needs, he had said, and Dingbang had agreed.

He slipped from his room. They might keep up the pretence for a while but ultimately the Company would kill all the other crew. This was why they were going to Calcutta instead of London.

If he could raise the crew to mutiny, then throw Ketteridge and the other two overboard, they would be safe. If they could manage it without alerting Qi, so much the better.

Whose help should he enlist? Not Qi, obviously, and Otto was no more than a child. Fanning and Mrs Cameron were of no value in a fight. That left Terry Montgomery, Remy Darras and Ichiro. Ichiro could hear nothing while Remy was an effeminate cockerel.

Terry, then.

The bridge was to the left of his cabin while the way into the cargo hold was to the right. There was no way of locking that door. He needed to get to the engine room which meant either going through the cargo bay or via the top deck.

He went up through the hatch and emerged into the sunlight. The position of the sun suggested it was about ten in the morning. The balloon envelope was taut and he could feel the comforting thrum of the engine in the deck. He headed towards the stern. There was no sign of the Frenchman.

The rear of the Beauty curved in a gentle arc to allow air to flow around the hull and into the huge spinning disk of the propeller. There was a gap of six feet or so between the stern and the propeller, with a ladder leading down between them. The designers of the vessel had been more concerned with maximising the cargo space for the ice than making it easy to get to different parts of the vessel.

Dingbang threw his leg over the side and, using the railing for support, made his way down. A flat area protruded from the lowest part of the vessel and extended beyond the propeller. It was a continuation of the Faraday grid, to ensure that all the heavy parts of the vessel would be light when needed.

The cargo hold occupied almost the entire lower part of the ship, and the engine room, generators and furnace were on the same level as the cabins and bridge—effectively on the middle deck.

At the rear of the ship a ladder went all the way from the top deck to the bottom. A set of pipes came up over the stern, carrying the super-heated steam from the boilers to the heating elements in the balloons. These were not part of the original design but had been built to Remy’s specifications when Qi had invited him to improve the vessel.

Dingbang had not approved of the changes at the time; the pipes did not fit with the aesthetic design and made the ship look ugly. It was not what Qi’s father would have wanted. But time had shown the method was very effective. The Frenchman had been as good as his word.

Dingbang descended the ladder, feeling the heat of the pipes against his exposed skin. Halfway down was a hatch that connected to the engine room. It was unlocked, so Dingbang pushed it open and climbed inside.

A wave of heat struck him, far more than he would have expected simply from the furnace. It must be due to the modifications for the cargo.

The first two doors on the left and right were crew quarters for Terry, Ichiro and Remy. The second on the right was the workshop. He went to the door at the end and tried the handle. It turned but the door would not open. The handle itself was hot.

He banged on the door. “Montgomery!” he shouted. He knew the Europeans made fun of him behind his back, about the way he pronounced their names. “Montgomery, it is Dingbang Hsieh. We must talk!”

After a few moments there was the sound of a bolt being drawn back and the door opened. Montgomery was stripped to the waist as usual and covered in sweat. Dingbang was no effete bureaucrat from Peking, but the smell of sweat was overpowering and unpleasant.

Montgomery’s arm muscles twitched and it was then Ding noticed the knife in his hand reflecting the red light from the furnace within.

“Who’s with you?” Montgomery said, his gaze flicking past Ding into the area behind.

“No one.”

Montgomery took a step back to make way for him and gestured with the knife for Ding to enter. Keeping an eye on the blade, Ding came through. Montgomery slammed the door shut and rebolted it.

“Had to be sure,” he said. “Can’t let them find me.”

“Who?” asked Dingbang. Could it be that Montgomery also feared the Company?

“Here,” said Montgomery. Ding watched as the man reached down and picked up a length of rope. He tossed it to Ding, who caught it automatically. Montgomery was on him in a second, the knife pressed against Ding’s neck.

“Sit down and tie that around your ankles,” he said. “Nice and tight.”

As Ding let himself down to the floor gently he noticed the bulk of Ichiro in the far corner, trussed up and gagged.

“Sorry,” said Montgomery. “But I can’t trust you.”
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Now

Fanning stared in horrified fascination as Morbury disappeared beneath the fast expanding fungal growth. She almost forgot she was clinging to the exterior of the ship.

The fact that she was right about the cargo being the source of the problem did not make her feel any better. She wished she could have a smoke.

Then she realised that she could. All she had to do was make her way along the hull to the rear and the open deck section below the propeller.

The ship’s oscillations had ceased and she was now only partially within the Faraday. She had to climb down. It was only a few inches but she would have to bend her right leg—which was only supported on a tiny crack in the wood.

It did not matter, she told herself, because she had tied the ropes and she could not fall far if she slipped. Still, the prospect of that did not please her. After all, what if the ropes did not hold? Or the lip broke? Either would send her plummeting to her death.

She took a firm hold of the door handle with her left hand and gripped as best she could with her right on the porthole frame. Tensing herself she bent her right leg. Her left foot was pointed and, as she went down, she used it to search for the lip. Only a few inches, it must be there.

The thruster above her head whined into life again, and the ship swung from under her. Her right hand could not maintain any grip on the frame and she fell. Her left hand tightened convulsively on the door handle, which turned.

Without the slightest click it swung open and she dangled beneath it as a blast of hot air poured out, along with the smell of hot, damp wood.

She got her foot up inside the door frame, and though the door tried to open further as she applied pressure to hold her weight, she managed to keep it from swinging further out. With her other hand she grabbed the frame and pulled herself inside. Her weight disappeared as she moved further in and the whole manoeuvre became easier as she performed it.

She released the outside handle, grabbed the inner one, and pulled it shut. Or tried to. The rope prevented it from closing. She spent valuable seconds pulling it in after her and shut the door.

She had never been so grateful to be inside the ship and safe. As she slid down the door frame and sat, she realised her heart was thumping like a marching band doing double time. It was so hot and damp, her clothes and hair became plastered to her body in moments.

In the harsh electric light everything in the cargo hold was visible. Particularly the remains of Dr Morbury: Almost nothing could be seen of him now save his general outline and his clothes poking through the encroaching layer of fungus.

Halfway across the hold were the boxes of the cargo itself. They looked completely normal. Just wooden crates piled up. If the fungus had escaped from there it must have moved on. It must have eaten Dr Morbury.

Did that mean that Dr Lambington was dead too? And Mr Ketteridge?

Morbury had crawled from his sleeping area nearest to the door, just fifteen feet from where Fanning now sat. The light showed nothing around her, but she moved away from the wall. There might be something hiding in the shadows.

The other two spaces remained a mystery. The men might be in there. They might already be dead. They might just be sleeping. If that was the case she needed to warn them. Either way she needed to get out of here as soon as possible, before the fungus came after her.

Taking pains not to make any sound she climbed to her feet. The background throbbing of the generators and motor that drove the propeller hid small noises, but that worked both ways. Somehow the fungus had managed to creep up on Morbury.

Her mind went back to the way the botanist had scoffed at Mrs Cameron’s comments about the fungus attacking people. He was wrong and now the victim of his error. All those skeletons they said they had found on Venus, covered with fungus. Those were not carrion killed by something else, that much was plain.

Well, the Oxford Botanic Garden would need a new curator. If Fanning and the crew managed to get out of this alive she could warn him (whoever he might be) and his people to be more careful with their samples—though she could imagine it would make quite a sight for visitors to see a fungus creeping up on a rat and consuming it while it still lived.

She shivered at the thought.

She needed to move. What if she opened the doors? Clearly it was hot and damp enough in here to mimic conditions on Venus. It seemed reasonable to think the fungus could not survive if it was too cold. She did not think she could get the cargo doors open by herself, but she could at least open the one she had come in by.

After checking the shadows to make sure there was nothing lurking in them, she opened the door again. The incoming air seemed very cold since she had had enough time to acclimatise to the heat of the hold. Getting that door to stay open was another problem.

She found an off-cut from Montgomery’s construction work lying in a corner. Cautiously she poked at it with her foot, just in case something was lurking. She wedged it into the door frame. The gap was only a couple of inches but she thought it would hold.

It might reduce the overall temperature by a few degrees.

Fanning took a deep breath. Time to check the other sleeping areas. She gave the fungal remains of Dr Morbury a wide berth but got close enough to see that the surface continued to move as the fungus absorbed his body.

Once she got closer she could hear a faint popping noise coming from the corpse. She could not imagine what might cause it and, after a couple of unpleasant thoughts passed through her mind, she decided that she did not want to imagine—or know for certain, either.

Keeping at arm’s length and using another off-cut she pushed back the curtain of the second space. A second pile of fungus, approximately body-shaped, lay on a pallet. She did not know whether it was Ketteridge or Lambington. She did know he was dead.

She inspected the area again, still not seeing any patches of fungus that might attack her. A terrifying thought struck her. She looked up.

The ceiling looked normal. No fungal patches ready to drop on her. She let out a breath she had not realised she was holding.

She made her way towards the stairs that led back up towards the bridge, focused on the need to get to the engine room to turn the heat off.

There was a sound above her. The door to the cargo hold was being opened. Someone was coming in.

Fanning dived beneath the stairs and into the shadow. For a moment she wondered why she did not just talk to whoever it was coming through. But her experiences with everyone else on the ship so far convinced her that, until she knew which way the wind blew, staying hidden was best.

The first voice Fanning heard from the safety of the shadows was Mrs Cameron’s.

“Someone’s left the door open.”
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Now

The boots of Mr Ketteridge thumped down the steps over Fanning’s head while Mrs Cameron’s tripped down lightly.

“Wait there,” said Ketteridge when they reached the bottom. Fanning shrank back further into the shadows as the man went out across the deck towards the open door. He grabbed the handle and pushed the door wider then kicked the rope out. Fanning watched its length slither over the edge, disappearing faster and faster until the end whipped out into the dark.

The sound of rushing air cut off as he slammed the door shut. She crouched and then knelt in the dark, freezing as his gaze swept the room. He glared into the darkness below the stairs, making her blood run cold and her heart pound so hard she thought he must hear it. Then he looked elsewhere.

“Why are we here?”

Mrs Cameron’s words slurred as if she was drunk. Fanning saw her stagger away from the bottom of the stairs.

“What’s that?” Beatrice said pointing at the pile of fungus that had once been Dr Morbury. “One of your specimens has escaped. Will it attack?”

Ketteridge came striding back across the deck. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “You’ve been told they don’t attack.”

He caught her by the hand. Fanning was embarrassed by the lascivious look Mrs Cameron gave him. She lifted his hand and entwined her fingers in his. She rubbed her cheek against his hand and then brought it to her mouth. From what Fanning could see she was licking his fingers, all the while looking into his eyes from beneath half-closed eyelids.

She clearly had no idea how to seduce a man. Rather than appearing the coquette, she looked ridiculous.

Ketteridge pulled his hand from her face but did not disentangle their fingers. “Plenty of time for that, Beatrice.”

Mrs Cameron pouted and looked around the cargo hold with disdain. “Why are we here, Tom? We would be much more comfortable in my cabin.”

“But I have something important to show you, Beatrice, my dear.”

He stepped towards the cases piled in the centre of the hold. She did not move for a moment and their arms stretched out between them.

“I don’t like it in here,” she said. “And I don’t think I like you either.”

“But you’ll still do anything I say, won’t you?” he said with an undertone of menace in his voice.

She sighed. “Of course I will.”

Fanning frowned. What was wrong with her? Being drunk was one thing but this was more like mesmerism, as if Ketteridge wielded some mystic power over Beatrice. Not that Fanning could understand his appeal at all. They had not even been introduced. The closest they had been since Ketteridge had arrived was at the dinner table when Fanning had been serving.

Ketteridge pulled Beatrice up to the packing cases. “Stay there,” he said again and disengaged his hand. Playfully she kept twisting her fingers round his so he could not let go.

He back-handed her across the face. The slap cut like a knife through the hold and threw Beatrice to the floor. She pulled herself into a sitting position and wept noisily, like a child making a point rather than actually being in pain.

Fanning shook her head. This made no sense.

Turning his attention to the boxes, Ketteridge shifted a small one from the top of another and picked up what looked like a chisel from between the packing cases.

The lid of the small crate levered off with almost no effort, as if someone had done it before, quite recently. Ketteridge reached in and pulled out handfuls of straw, dumping it on the ground around him. Then he leaned in and lifted out another box.

The new box was made of a very dark wood bound in brass. It hit the deck with a clunk as Ketteridge put it down. Even under reduced gravity it seemed to possess considerable weight.

Fanning leaned forwards to see better but her view was blocked by cargo. She could only see one end of the box. Still standing, Ketteridge rummaged in his pockets until he found a brass key. He knelt down so only his head was visible but Fanning could see when he lifted the lid.

The actions of Tom Ketteridge had distracted Beatrice from her immature crying. She was now looking at the box and the contents, which Fanning was unable to see from her position.

“That looks horrible,” said Beatrice.

“No, it’s beautiful,” said Ketteridge. There was a tone in his voice that Fanning had only ever heard in church: devout reverence bordering on mania.

“Don’t touch it!” said Beatrice.

“That’s why we’re here, my darling.”

“Well, I’m not touching it,” she said. “And you can’t make me.”

She gathered up her skirts, climbed to her feet, and backed away.

Ketteridge stood as well, but slowly. The object he was holding came into view. A livid green under the electric lights, it was a globule of fungus about six inches across. From where she was Fanning could see that the surface was dimpled and patterned, and strands of thin material hung down from it though they were light enough to move in the air. Ketteridge was holding it with his bare hand and a smile touched his lips.

He glanced across to the outer wall where Beatrice had retreated.

“Come here.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Come here, now!”

Fanning was astonished to see the woman’s whole body switch from the defiant posture she had been maintaining to one of subservience, with her head down and her shoulders rounded. She shuffled towards Ketteridge.

“That’s right,” he said. “Do as you’re told. It just wants to get to know you.”

“I don’t want to touch it,” she said, returning to the little girl voice.

“I know, but it wants to touch you.”

The hackles rose on the back of Fanning’s neck. She shifted her position, getting up from her knees and onto her feet. She watched the scene in fascination.

With obvious reluctance but seemingly unable to fight Ketteridge’s instructions, Mrs Cameron approached.

Fanning’s gaze was attracted by the feathery strands of the green glob. They twitched. She was certain Ketteridge’s hand had not moved. They had twitched on their own.

“I’m scared,” said Beatrice.

“There’s no need.”

He reached out his free hand and she stretched out hers until they were touching. She shuffled forwards again. He took a firm grip of her wrist but she did not react to it. Her eyes were fixated on the blob.

There was no question now that it was moving of its own accord—the strands, at least.

Mrs Cameron whimpered as Ketteridge pulled her hand closer to the green mass. The threadlike strands reached towards her.

Fanning screamed her attack.
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Now

Fanning launched herself from the shadows beneath the stairs.

Ketteridge looked up in astonishment as Fanning rocketed like a banshee, screaming across the deck, bounding fast under the Faraday effect. Whatever spell Ketteridge had over Beatrice appeared to break as she yanked her wrist free of his hand.

Fanning had a plan of sorts. The first part involved her barrelling into Beatrice and knocking her back and away from Ketteridge and his fist full of green. That part worked. Moments later her momentum had transferred to Beatrice who was now flying away from her, though with less speed.

Fanning rebounded a little from the collision and took a moment to orient herself. That moment was all it took for Ketteridge to reach out for her and grab her wrist. He was strong and could easily overpower her small female body.

Ketteridge glanced at the green blob. Its strands had resumed their aimless fluttering.

“It doesn’t want me,” Fanning said in triumph.

“Of course not,” said Ketteridge. “You haven’t been prepared.”

With an almost casual air he lowered his hand to let the fungus slide off, back into the case where Fanning saw three glass containers held firmly inside. Even in the high temperature of the cargo hold she could feel an even more intense heat radiating from the case. It must have its own heating elements.

Ketteridge was holding her firm, and Fanning used that to lift her feet from the deck and press them into the side of the packing case beside her. She drove her legs straight and shoved herself away from the man in the hopes it would force him to release her.

She failed and instead pulled him with her. Together they flew back towards the stairs. She landed on her back, which would not have been a problem had Ketteridge not landed on top of her, driving the wind from her lungs with his elbow and pinning her legs.

“Fanning, isn’t it?” he said. “We haven’t been formally introduced. I am Tom Ketteridge, the herald of a new age.”

She slapped him with her free hand but he barely seemed to notice. She was not very strong.

As if he were a magician about to indulge in some prestidigitation, Ketteridge showed her his free hand and stretched his arm, thereby pulling the sleeve of his shirt up his forearm. As he splayed out his fingers Fanning could not help but look; the skin of his now-bare wrist had a curious mottled appearance, almost like a faded tattoo.

Ketteridge grinned. As Fanning watched, the tattoo mark darkened and the skin rose in a dozen random pimples. The tip of each pimple darkened and broke open. Thin black tendrils emerged.

Fanning wriggled in an attempt to break free. Ketteridge slammed his palm down on her cheek and forced her head to the side.

She felt an itch in her neck.

Then Ketteridge flew from her. Sideways.

Beatrice stood over them, clutching a chair in both hands. She seemed disoriented. “He hurt me,” she said.

Fanning pushed herself up. Ketteridge was crawling a few feet away, shaking his head to clear it. They needed to move right now. She grabbed Beatrice’s skirt and used it to pull herself to her feet.

Confused, Beatrice decided to take a swing at Fanning as well, but Fanning saw it coming and ducked. The force of the swing ripped the chair from Beatrice’s hand and it flew off over Ketteridge’s head, forcing him to duck again.

Fanning knew they had no chance of getting to the door. Ketteridge was stronger than her, and Beatrice was clearly no help since she could not distinguish friend from foe. But they must escape.

Fanning’s desperate eye fell on the precious case of fungi, and she recalled Ketteridge’s behaviour. She ducked round Beatrice. She gave the case a kick, but whatever it contained to keep it hot was very heavy indeed.

She bent down and got her fingers under the case.

“Beatrice! Stop her!” shouted Ketteridge.

The threat galvanised Fanning and with her fingers under the case she straightened her legs hard, with her back straight, and the case and its contents went flying.

Ketteridge gave an incoherent scream. There was a crash and the sound of shattering glass.

Fanning grabbed Beatrice by the arm and dragged her by sheer force towards the stairs.

Ketteridge did not intercept them. Fanning reached the bottom step and allowed herself a moment to take in what he was doing. As she had hoped, he was busy with the case. He had already got it upright and was casting around for the items to put back.

Fanning pulled on Beatrice’s arms, but she was staring at Ketteridge. Fanning slapped her to get her attention and then pulled her up the stairs, round the two flights of metal steps, using her hand on the banister to pull them both up.

They got through the door into the relative coolness of the corridor. Without locks on the doors, there was no way to keep Ketteridge down in the hold.

At the bottom of the ladder she stopped and let go of Mrs Cameron, who seemed to have no will of her own remaining. It had all been exhausted when she struck Ketteridge.

Fanning tried to think what she should do. Her neck itched. Gently she investigated it with her fingertips. There were two or three raised bumps but nothing serious, not even any blood. She rubbed the place, but that just seemed to aggravate the itch. She forced herself to leave it alone.

The question of what on earth she was to do filled her. The problem seemed too big and too complex. She thought through Ketteridge’s words and the crew’s behaviour.

It seemed that she, Fanning, had been the only one he had not infected—at least until now. That was why she had been unaffected while the rest of the crew had behaved so strangely. Somehow Ketteridge had become an agent of the green fungus, and it was his task to infect them which he did through normal social contact—literal contact.

But that was only the first stage. The second stage required the fungus to infect the victim directly ... for what? To make them like Morbury and Lambington, to kill and eat them? No, it had not done that because it remained in the packing case. It was to breed.

They were the birthing ground for new fungus growths and Ketteridge was the means by which the fungus’s victims were acquired.

With the rest of the crew almost useless, it was left to Fanning to deal with the problem. She rubbed her neck again. And she needed to do it before she succumbed to the infestation. That the infection might kill them anyway crossed her mind, but at the very least she must stop the fungus from getting to land.
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Now

Beatrice whined again. She wanted to go back to Tom. “He’s a real man,” she said. “Not like you, just pretending.”

Then she squealed as Fanning’s palm stopped just before it struck her cheek.

Spoilt little brat, thought Fanning. Mrs Cameron was not in her right mind, of course, but Fanning could not push away the thought that this faux drunkenness revealed a person’s true thoughts. Is that what she truly believes?

Not the time and not the place for such thoughts.

Fanning gathered herself together, took Beatrice firmly by the shoulders, and shook her. “You will not go back to him. You will stay here with me and you will do exactly as I tell you. Or,” she paused for emphasis, “next time I will not stay my hand.”

Beatrice affected a miserable face.

“Do you understand, Beatrice?”

She nodded sullenly.

“Very well, we will find Remy and ... you can play with him.”

Beatrice brightened. “Will he speak French?”

“If you ask him nicely,” said Fanning. “Now come along. Look lively.”

She went to the base of the ladder, pulling Beatrice after her. She placed her directly beneath it. “Up you go, girl.”

“Tom wanted to look up my dress,” said Beatrice. “Do you want to look up my dress?”

“I want you to get up there as quick as may be, or I’ll tan your hide, Miss.”

Beatrice climbed without a further word.

Fanning glanced in both directions before she followed. Forwards to the bridge where Qi and Otto had stopped shouting; and back to the stern where Ketteridge would probably soon have rescued his precious masters and be on her tail once more.

Beatrice was dawdling. Fanning gave her a slap on the ankle.

“Ow.”

But she moved faster and Fanning followed. Fanning noticed she could see halfway up Beatrice’s elegant calf before the rest was lost in shadow. Part of her admired the view.

“Can you see up my dress?”

“I’m not looking.”

“I bet you are.” Beatrice continued to climb. In fact she stretched to take the steps two at a time, revealing considerably more of her lower limbs than could possibly happen by accident.

Fanning shook her head. If the woman had not been intoxicated, she might have taken advantage of the invitation.

The air on the upper deck was cool and fresh. A quick glance around the horizon showed they were somewhere in the middle of the ocean. But only Qi and Otto would have a clue as to where, exactly.

The moon had risen. No airships smaller than a British Sky-Liner or a German Zeppelin flew through the night. It was too dangerous. But here they were, thousands of feet up in the clear night. The engine throbbed, the propeller thrashed the air, while the wind sighed through the rigging of the envelopes and steam hissed through the pipes.

“It’s so beautiful,” said Beatrice turning round and around looking up into the sky filled with stars and the Milky Way a strip across it.

“Sure is,” said Fanning. But they had no time for that.

Fanning went to Remy’s shed and pushed at the door. It would not open. Fanning banged on it.

“Remy! Let us in.”

“Remy is not here,” came his voice from within. Fanning looked heavenward as if for guidance, or help. Or perhaps a lightning bolt to end all of her troubles permanently.

“Vive la révolution, Remy. J'ai besoin de votre aide, mon ami.”

“You can speak French too!” said Beatrice in delight. Fanning ignored her.

There was a pause and the door unbolted. Remy’s hand reached out to grab her and pull her inside, but Fanning evaded it. “Listen, Remy, you must protect Beatrice. The British scientists wish to perform unspeakable acts upon her.”

“Mais non!”

“Oui, vraiment.”

He pulled the door open but kept himself hidden behind it. “I will keep her safe,” he said. “Send her in.”

Beatrice was staring up at the stars again, Fanning took her by the hand and guided her inside.

“Lock the door, Remy,” Fanning said. “It is not safe.”

Remy went to close the door but Fanning put her hand against it. “The Beauty needs to descend, but gently so no one notices.”

Remy nodded. “I will do it,” he said. “Bon chance, et behatzlacha.”

The door closed on Fanning’s confused face: what on God’s green earth was behatzlacha? Was Remy too far gone? Had she just made a terrible mistake in entrusting Beatrice to his care? What if they became violent like Qi and Otto?

There was no time to worry. Fanning paused to look at the balloons. There was no way to know if Remy had remembered to carry out her instruction just by looking at them.

Fanning turned towards the stern. The next part of the plan required her to enter what could be a lion’s den. Montgomery had been a soldier and could be very dangerous, or as a pliant as a kitten.

It took Fanning less than half a minute to make her way to the ladder in the stern and climb down to the door. She went through and stopped in front of the engine room door.

After the coolness of the outside air the heat in the passage was oppressive, and it was going to get worse. The noise, filtering through the grill above the engine room door, was far worse too, with the thumping and hissing of the boiler, pumps and engine along with gears grinding one against another. There was little risk of being heard.

She looked at the three doors. It was not wise to leave unchecked rooms behind her; there might be someone, or something, lurking inside waiting for her to pass and then sneaking up behind.

The first door she opened stealthily. The room inside was tidy to the point of obsession. Terry’s cabin. The bunk was made; there were no personal possessions on show and nothing to distinguish this space from any other. No hint of personality except a single bell hanging in a wooden frame in the centre of the small table and a metal clapper resting in a hook with it. It swayed a little with the movement of the ship.

The room opposite was similar in its sparseness, but there were charcoal sketches on the wall. Paper and drawing implements lay on the table in a casual tidiness. One image in particular caught her attention: It was her own face caught in a serious moment of contemplation. All the other crew were there too, each one drawn with a sure delicacy.

Fanning left Ichiro’s room filled with astonishment. She did not think anyone knew that he drew. She did not understand why someone with such talent would keep it hidden away. Curiously she felt her desire to succeed in her mission redoubled; she did not want to see Ichiro’s talent destroyed.

The third door was locked. She knew that was for equipment. Pity, she could have done with something heavy to hit with.

She faced the entrance to the engine room. Despite the temperature here she could feel the greater heat from the door itself.

She tried the handle.
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The handle turned but the door did not budge.

Fanning took a step back. She must gain entry somehow. She glanced again at the workshop door. There would be tools in there, but they were as inaccessible as the engine room.

She studied the door once more, and the grill above it that carried the heat and noise from inside. A wooden grill set into a wooden frame that might, just possibly, come free.

Under the effects of the Faraday it was a simple matter to jump up onto the door handle and grab hold of the grill. The noise level increased and she found herself breathing air that was so hot she might as well have been inhaling the super-heated steam for the balloon heating elements.

She peered through the wooden slats. The view provided was not complete; she could not see directly below her, but the opposite side of the engine room was clear enough. The furnace and boiler occupied the far side; the iron hatch to the fire was shut.

There were two pairs of feet: the pair on the right were very large and wearing sandals. Ichiro. There was a binding around the ankles. So he was no concern.

The pair to the left wore heavy boots and were not bound. That had to be Montgomery. But in that position, although she could see nothing of his upper body, he would be able to see her clearly coming through the grill.

He might be asleep. She imagined that in this heat it would be hard to stay awake. When they were in flight, he and Ichiro often went up on the top deck.

She focused on the wooden slats that made up the grill. The frame was part of the main structure of the door so the slats would have to be removed one at a time.

Each slat was about one quarter of an inch thick and separated from the next by a gap of an inch and a half. They were angled downward towards her, which was the main reason her view of the interior was obscured. The slats were in grooves angled up and into the engine room. If there was nothing to prevent it, they should slide up and out.

She could not tell if the pieces had been pinned or nailed in place but the varnish used to coat the whole grill showed no break where the slat met the frame. It was as good as if they had been glued into place. She tried to move a slat but it was solid. At the very least she needed something to break the varnish coating.

She jumped down lightly. The air was noticeably cooler at this level. She thought for a moment and then hurried back to Terry Montgomery’s room. It felt sacrilegious but she went inside and took the bell hammer from the table. The handle was a thin iron rod.

Although it was hard to tell the true weight of things in reduced gravity, she had learnt the skill of moving an object in the air. Its resistance to the movement helped you judge its real weight. The hammer was heavy for its size.

As she exited Terry’s room she had another thought. She needed to make the Beauty as cool as possible, so perhaps she could open the stern door and keep it that way.

In Ichiro’s room she found one of his belt-ropes. She took it and went to the rear end of the passage.

Fanning tied the rope to the handle on the inside and then pushed it open. It was completely dark outside, but the ocean reflected the silver of the waxing half-moon. The cool air was refreshing. She had not realised just how tiring it had been in the heat.

She stared at the ocean for a long moment and then realised their altitude was considerably less than it had been. Remy had remembered. It was difficult to judge height over the sea and she had no idea how much time they had before they hit. Either she would deal with the problem or they would all drown, taking the Venusian fungus into the depths.

The pipes carrying steam up to the balloons were perfectly placed. She threaded the rope through and tied it off so that the door was now flung wide and would stay that way. It might help.

She took the bell striker from her pocket and went back to the door. She jumped up again. Choosing the highest slat she scraped around where the varnish glued it to the frame. It cracked easily.

Encouraged, she worked all the way around the slat, although the inner part was awkward. The curve in the handle proved a boon. Doing the other end, nearest her head, was harder because she could not see what she was doing, but eventually she was satisfied.

She pressed against the slat. The far end moved a little. She knew that both would have to move together or it would get jammed. Taking a chance she hit the heel of her hand in a sharp blow against the stuck end.

It shifted. She gripped the middle of the slat and pushed it up. It slid along its grooves, sticking every now and then but she was satisfied it would come out. Carefully she put it back in position. She would not remove it completely until she was ready.

The second slat came loose as easily as the first. She decided she did not have time for another. If she had been in her brother’s body instead of the other way around, she would not have been able to get through.

She placed the bell striker in her pocket and removed the first slat. She tossed it back and out of the ship through the door. She watched it fly back and into the propeller, which chewed it to splinters. She took out the second one and did the same.

Grabbing the third slat, still stuck in place, she pulled the front half of her body up. In order to surprise anyone inside she gave herself a push that sent her flying through the gap.

Two facts struck her at about the same moment. One was that it would probably have been better if she had gone through the gap face up, and the other was that she was going down headfirst on to a fully awake Dingbang Hsieh lying directly in front of the door.
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Even falling at the Faraday-reduced speed there was nothing she could do to stop herself landing on Dingbang. In the time she had available during her descent she saw that the first mate was not tied up, as Ichiro was. That made it even more surprising that he did not attempt to move as she came crashing down on him.

She threw her arms above herself and her hands hit first; she managed to place them to either side of his knees. However, she was no acrobat and although she succeeded in preventing herself from landing on him directly, she toppled towards the door and her knees struck him in the face.

He made no sound. She finally came to rest lying half across his lap. She bounced to her feet expecting an attack from either Dingbang or Montgomery.

She glanced round. Montgomery’s eyes were also open, but he too was not moving. She looked over at Ichiro. He was awake but tied up. All their eyes had the same open irises that came with the crazy.

Taking care that she could jump away at the slightest sign of danger, she knelt at Dingbang’s side. His skin was mottled and discoloured around his neck and face. She pulled back the sleeve of his jacket to reveal fingers, hand and wrist with the same unnatural patterning. She did not touch his skin.

Fanning knew that Dingbang had been the person to find Ketteridge and had offered the services of the Frozen Beauty to carry the cargo. That would mean that he had been the first to be infected. And this was the result. After the disorientation and strange behaviour came paralysis.

Seems that would mean that Montgomery was infected soon after Dingbang, unless the degree of hard work he had engaged in had accelerated the effect. Fanning knew that snakebite venom spread faster when a person was agitated. Perhaps this was the same.

No one was stoking the furnace and that meant they would lose pressure. Fanning did not want to die, but if killing Ketteridge and this fungus meant drowning them all in the ocean, that was what she would do.

Handles controlled valves on the pipes that led up to the balloons. She decided not to close them. Remy had already started the process at his end. He knew what he was doing, even in his confused state. She did not know what effect closing them at this end would have.

The new pipes leading down into the cargo hold were obvious, along with the hole that had been made through the deck to accommodate them. She moved across to the newly cut access, got down on all fours, and peered down.

Several layers confronted her: first, the one-inch-thick wooden deck itself and then a six-inch layer of some woollen substance. She did not think it could actually be wool from an animal but it had that appearance. Next came a thin wooden layer that supported the wool, a gap of three more inches and finally a double thickness of one-inch wood with a half-inch gap between.

The wool must provide the primary insulation to prevent the heat of the furnace reaching the cargo hold that would normally be filled with ice.

Most of the space was occupied by the heating pipes but between them she could see the deck of the hold about ten feet below. The heat coming from the pipes warmed her cheeks. She looked but there were no control valves for these pipes. It seemed Montgomery and Remy had not considered it of sufficient importance since they would be dismounting the system as soon as the journey was complete.

Fanning studied the gap around the pipes. It would be a squeeze and touching the pipes would be very painful. She could hold her hand no closer than an inch before it became too hot. At a guess that would be all the space she had.

There was no need to tie back her hair. Before the experiment her hair had reached all the way down her back, thick and strong. Frank did not like being in a girl’s body; he had insisted she cut it short. She took a deep breath. In this instance going head first would be better so she could see what she was getting into. And on this occasion there was no risk of falling to her death.

Just suffering severe burns and perhaps being murdered by Ketteridge. Or worse, getting turned into fungus food. She reminded herself she already was.

There was the question as to what happened after the paralysis stage. What happened to the victim then? Maybe they just died anyway.

With that comforting thought she lay down by the hole, stretched her hand down into it, tucked her head in and wriggled her way inside.

The heat against the back of her head and shoulders was intense. This was the hardest part as she had to bend her body into the gap. The smell of burning hair hit her nose. There was nothing she could do about it. More of her body came over the edge and the weight on her arm increased.

She brought her other hand round and brushed the back against a pipe. Searing pain shot through her and she bit down on the cry of agony that wanted to explode from her lips.

Keeping her fingers on the wood lining that composed the roof of the cargo hold she let herself drop further. The smell of burning fabric now filled her nostrils, but she had no idea what was touching the pipes.

She descended further and her head popped out into the hold. The noise of the engine room diminished.

The sound of a solid thump reverberated through the hold but the source was behind her head.

“Christ!” muttered Ketteridge. “Stop fighting, you bitch.”

He made the sound of someone having the wind knocked out of them. Fanning twisted her head to see the upside-down image of Ketteridge slamming the captain’s head into the deck. Qi lay on the deck with her hands tied.

This did not stop her from jerking her head free, slamming both fists into Ketteridge’s face and twisting so she could kick him in the thigh with her bound feet. He staggered back, recovered his balance and kicked her in the head. Blood bloomed from her nose.

“We mustn’t be late!” said Qi, then coughed. “We have a cargo to deliver.”

Ketteridge had his back to Fanning.

She let go, deciding a momentary brush against the scorching heat of the pipe would be a small price to pay. She dropped to the deck.
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Fanning’s fall took two agonisingly long seconds under reduced gravity. And for all that time she thought Ketteridge would notice her and turn. But there was no reason why he should. Her fall made no sound.

As the deck approached she stretched out her arms just as she had falling from the door in the engine room. This time there were no obstructions. She absorbed the speed of her fall and bent her arms. She brought her legs down and finished her silent fall on all fours with barely a bump.

Fanning looked up at Ketteridge and the captain. Qi was face up and he had his foot on her neck. She writhed this way and that, but with her hands and feet tied she was unable to escape.

Though he had her pinned he was still able to use his hands and was in the process of opening up the special brass and wood box. The captain’s thrashing weakened and her face was very pale. Paler than usual—Ketteridge was strangling her.

Even if it was possible to survive the initial infection, Fanning knew the second one was fatal. She glanced across at the grey mound that had once been Dr Morbury. Some parts were gaining a greenish hue as if it was maturing.

First things first. Stop the captain from getting infected.

Ketteridge reached into the opened case as Fanning took a short run and flung herself at his head. She had no particular plan in mind, other than stopping him from infecting the captain and getting his foot off her neck.

Fanning slammed into him. He carried a lot more mass than her slim frame, but he was not expecting the attack and she was moving fast. Fanning wrapped her hand round his neck, as she flew into and past him. The sudden addition of her weight and velocity pulled him off balance.

The jar of fungus slipped from his fingers. As she knocked him to the side, across Qi, they both watched the inexorable descent of the glass container. It hit the deck and shattered. Green fungus spread out across the deck, perilously close to the captain’s head. Tendrils, freed from the container, tasted the air.

Ketteridge twisted as they fell together so she was under him as they landed, both of them face up. He jerked his head back and slammed it into her solar plexus, knocking the wind out of her.

He pushed himself up on to his knees and turned.

“You!”

She pulled her legs back and slammed her feet between his legs. She must have missed. He fell back and flailed with his arms to keep his balance, but he was not writhing in pain. Fanning was pushed faster in the other direction and ran into something soft.

She screamed and rolled away from the remains of Dr Morbury, frantically brushing at her hair trying to dislodge the sticky remains. She hoped it was not capable of growing tendrils yet. Well, even if it was...the cargo hold seemed to tilt and she staggered. She saw that Ketteridge had not staggered. He had tilted with the ship.

She rubbed her eyes. And giggled. Something inside shouted at her to pull herself together. She focused on Ketteridge with difficulty.

“Having problems?” he asked, his voice booming in her ears. “Come here, Fanning.”

Her left foot moved forwards, she frowned at it. “Stop that, you’re not going anywhere,” she said and the foot moved back under her.

Come on, Liza, wake up.

She looked around for her brother. He wasn’t there. She shook her head, she lost her balance, staggered back and came up against the door. The captain was going to get the second dose. Fanning had to move, had to get past Ketteridge.

The door, Liza.

She wished he’d stop pestering her. He was always telling her what to do, always wanted his time in charge. It was her goddamn body. He had no right to it.

She felt behind her.

“Come here, Fanning.”

Don’t do it.

“Go to hell,” she said to both of them.

“There’s no hell, Fanning.”

She looked up at Ketteridge. There were two of them; she straightened up her eyes and the two merged into one. He was walking towards her.

“There’s only death.”

He reached out for her.

Fanning gripped the handle of the door behind her, and turned it. Ketteridge put his hand on her shoulder. She brought up her other hand and held his tightly against her. She pushed back, the door opened, and she fell with it, pulling Ketteridge with her.

Her arm twisted awkwardly as she clung to the handle. Ketteridge followed her out and true gravity took hold of them both. Fanning pulled his hand from her shoulder.

“No!” he cried as he fell past her. He tried to grab her and she felt his fingers run the length of her body, catching momentarily on folds of cloth that he could not grasp.

She heard the splash.

Looking down, she noted they were barely twenty feet above the surface of the sea.

Fanning had been ready to breathe a sigh of relief but there was no time. They would hit the water within minutes and that would be the end of everything. So that would be all right.

Goddamn it, Liza Fanning, get your behind in motion. You want to kill your brother?

Fanning shook her head. She hated her brother; she could just let go and fall herself. What would he do about it then?

She did not let go.

She lifted her dangling feet and got them on to the deck, then arched her body until most of it was balanced inside. She pushed against the door and forced herself into the hold.

The captain was moving but Fanning could see a line of tendrils crawling across the floor in her direction. Not waiting to close the door, she launched herself once more across the deck. This time she stopped by the captain’s head and prepared to stomp on the tendrils.

No, Liza, they’ll get you instead.

She took hold of the captain’s bound wrists, yanked her from the ground and sent her flying across the hold towards the stairs. Those tendrils are really quite pretty. She smiled; it would be so nice just to pick them up and put them back in their little pot.

We’re going to crash, Liza.
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Fanning staggered away from the fungus with its delicate and tantalising tendrils. She focused on the captain. They had to get the heat back into the balloons so the ship did not crash.

The knots around the captain’s hands were tight and took a great deal of concentration to undo. Qi’s eyes opened as Fanning worked at them.

“Fanning.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“You need to hurry up.”

“Yes, Captain.”

There was a pause as Fanning managed to pull an end of rope through, though it did not seem to help a great deal.

“Mr Ketteridge?”

“Overboard.”

“He was trying to stop me delivering the cargo.”

Fanning paused at the curious comment. Every time Fanning’s mind wandered her nagging brother would yell at her from the back of her mind, keeping her on track.

If the ship goes down the cargo won’t be delivered.

“The ship is going down, Captain.”

“What? Why?”

“Mr Darras shut off the heat.”

“Mutineer!”

“No, Captain, he thought he was doing the right thing.”

She unthreaded another end and the rope came loose. The captain pulled her hands free. She ran her hand across her forehead where her straight black hair was matted with blood.

“Darras is a fool, I’ll tell him.”

“Let me untie your legs.”

The rope binding the captain’s ankles presented less of a challenge and as soon as Fanning was done Qi bounded to her feet. “I’ll be having words with Remy Darras,” she said as she headed up the stairs.

She paused at the top. “Fanning!”

“Captain?”

“Get that door closed and tidy up in here, it’s a mess.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Once Qi was gone Fanning looked around. She desperately wanted to clean up as the captain said. And get the fungus back in its jar where it would be safe. She wanted to touch it.

But her brother would not let her.

Under his instruction she pulled open the remaining boxes, taking care to avoid the creeping horror on the floor. Instead she covered it with straw and bits of wood. She did the same with the makeshift cubicles constructed by Montgomery, disassembling them and piling up the pieces on the remains of Morbury and Lambington.

Then she extracted her matches and set light to it all.

Even in her confused and biased state she was aware that setting a fire inside the ship was not the very best idea. But her brother could see no other solution. They could not toss the fungus into the sea. It might survive. And it was too dangerous to be permitted to remain.

So, in spite of the flames, Fanning stayed with the fire, keeping it under control and ensuring it did not spread. She watched as the fungus dried in the heat, ignited and was consumed until only cinders remained.

As each was destroyed she extinguished the flames by spreading out the burning embers and stamped them into dust. She destroyed it all.

Through the haze of her confused thoughts she noted that they had not landed in the ocean. Her brother kept at her from the back of her mind, forcing her to remain focused on the task, not letting her sleep which she desperately wished to do.

Not until the last of the cargo was cremated, her pretty fungus was no more and the fires were all out. Choosing a corner the furthest from the stairs and the burnt-out embers she curled up and her brother went quiet.

* * * * *
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Fanning opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. The ship was not swaying and she was at full weight. The porthole of her cabin was open and the mixed cacophony of a city filtered in, along with a moist heat.

She pulled the sheet from over her and stepped awkwardly down to the deck. She realised she was clean and the clothes that hung over the back of the chair were the same.

Her head was clear but she could remember every detail of the events with Dr Morbury’s cargo. Every single one.

She raised her fingers to her neck where she had been pierced by Ketteridge’s tendrils but could feel nothing. She put on the clothes; the trousers, shirt and waistcoat provided a form of armour she could use against the world.

She was filling her pipe when there was a knock at the door.

Beatrice Cameron came in. She was wearing her smile and carrying a cup of tea.

“I’m glad to see you’re up,” she said. “You were unconscious for so much longer than the rest of us. We were worried.”

“Everyone is all right?” said Fanning, laying aside her pipe and taking the tea. It was strong and slightly sweet, just the way she liked it.

“We are, though embarrassed by the whole affair.”

Fanning shook her head. “Ain’t nothing to be ashamed of,” she said, “none of us were in our right minds.”

“Except you,” said Beatrice. “We are all in your debt.”

“Captain going to throw me off for destroying the cargo?”

Beatrice laughed. She had a sweet laugh. “Oh no, the captain knows you saved her life in particular as well as the rest of us.”

Fanning nodded and took another mouthful of tea.

There was a crash from somewhere in the ship. Fanning frowned.

“Remy and Terry are removing the heating pipes. And Ichiro is scrubbing the decks with carbolic.”

“No more Venusian plants then?”

Beatrice shook her head. “No, Captain says from now on, just ice.”

.

~ end ~

.

That’s the end of the Frozen Beauty’s adventures for now,

make sure you’ve joined the mailing list to make

sure you don’t miss their next adventure:

THE ICE PRINCESS:

http://bit.ly/voidships

.

.

Until then, if you enjoyed these books, why not try other stories from the Voidships world such as MURDER OUT OF THE BLUE featuring Maliha Anderson:

http://bit.ly/maliha-anderson-01

-  -
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