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Captain Qi Zang clawed her way from the trapdoor onto the upper deck of the Frozen Beauty. Rain lashed her and she was soaked before she was even halfway out. The wind ripped the trapdoor from her fingers and slammed it flat against the deck.

Being on the ship in a rain storm was uncanny. The Faraday device had the strangest effect on rain, causing it to fall at a fraction of its usual speed. But it had no effect on the wind. So the gale still drove the rain which, with almost no inclination to fall, came from the side. Where it landed, it collected in huge, slow-moving globules.

The whole ship swung to port as a gust caught it. She was glad she couldn’t see far. It was early evening and, by rights, the sun should have been lighting up the pass that would guide them into Kerala. Monsoon hadn’t started yet but this storm wasn’t waiting.

The winds built up across the Indian Ocean and picked up their water. They hit the mountains on this side of the Indian sub-continent and dropped that moisture. On most days it was just rain. This time the gods had decided to battle it out around them.

She pulled herself up and allowed her weight to carry her to the central superstructure across the tilting deck before the wind decided to slam the trapdoor back on her. With one hand gripping the edge of the balloon shed, she reached down and pulled the trapdoor up and over. The wind caught it again but she hung on, then slid the latch into place.

The deck swung back and she clung on to stop herself from falling toward the rail. She had given orders to Dingbang to keep them running along the centre of the valley. She wanted more height. They were below the level of the mountains and risked running straight into a cliff, but Remy wasn’t answering the whistle of the communications tube.

Otto had offered to go instead of her, as had Fanning, but Otto was too young to know what to do if Remy was in trouble, and Fanning was just a girl. Even if she thought she was a boy.

Besides it was her ship and if anyone was going to deal with the possibility that Remy was hurt, dead or simply lost overboard—which meant dead—it would be her.

She staggered along the wall of the balloon shed. The Beauty swung again, caught her off balance and slammed her into the wall. She swung round the corner into the relative calm between the shed and the smoke-stack housing. She cursed in Mandarin.

“That is not very ladylike, Madame Capitaine,” drawled Remy Darras. He was wearing wet weather gear: a big oiled cape and a sou’wester. For once he did not look every inch a French gentleman as he usually did.

“We need more altitude,” she shouted. The whole ship lit up in black and white relief from a flash of lightning. The thunder rolled over them like gigantic wave.

She thanked whatever gods were listening that she had taken on Remy Darras and accepted his advice to switch from hydrogen to hot air. In a thunderstorm the lightning could make a hydrogen balloon explode. The Beauty would be the only ship in the sky at a time like this—which was a small mercy—except for perhaps one of the British ships that didn’t use balloons at all.

She pointed upwards. “More height, Monsieur Darras!”

“Oui, madame!”

He pulled open the door to his shack and allowed the swing of the ship to carry him inside. Qi followed him in and shut the door. The noise of the wind screaming through the rigging did not diminish, but the driven rain was held at bay.

The ship surged upwards and they both staggered. She hoped it was just a random updraft and did not indicate they were closer to a cliff. She glanced at the seven sets of dials that showed the pressure of the Beauty’s seven balloon envelopes. The needles oscillated wildly as the balloons were buffeted by the wind. She could even follow a gust as it hit the balloons one after the other, twitching the needles as it travelled the length of the ship.

White light burst round the edges of the door and through the windows and cracks in the ceiling, the needle on the dial monitoring the second balloon from the end suddenly flopped over to zero, the ship lurched and Qi felt lighter than usual.

“Mon dieu,” cried Remy and leapt to the valves on the steam pipes. He spun the one under the zeroed dial. The two of them froze as they listened to the super-heated steam screaming through the pipe. The dial did not even flutter.

“Close that, open others,” shouted Qi, and she leapt for the valve nearest her. Remy spun the other back and closed it off as she got the first open and started on its neighbour.

“Not too much pressure, Capitaine, they will rupture. I will do it!”

Qi paused. Remy knew his equipment better than she. She headed out and clambered back towards the trapdoor. A wall of rock loomed up on the left, less than fifty yards away. An abrupt gust tossed them towards it. She saw the port thruster spinning to push them away from the cliff. Its efforts were almost useless against the raging storm until an updraft lifted the prow and turned the ship away.

It could easily have gone the other way.

She managed to get the trapdoor up, squeezed down until her feet reached touched the ladder, then slipped and fell the rest of the way. Under reduced gravity she sustained only a bruised elbow and slightly damaged pride.

She had not had a chance to latch the trapdoor; the wind flung it open, letting in the storm and a unhurried flurry of icy water. She headed forward and slammed open the door to the bridge.

Ding wrestled with the helm, with Fanning helping him hold the wheel. Mrs Cameron and Otto were nowhere to be seen. Qi strode forward.

“I’ll take the helm,” she ordered as another lightning flash streaked down near them and thunder exploded. Fanning continued to cling to the helm as if her life depended on it. Perhaps it did. Ding stepped to one side to allow Qi space to take the wheel, but he too continued to hold it even when she placed both hands on it.

“What happened?” said Ding.

Qi glanced round. Mrs Cameron was on the floor tending to Otto, who looked to be unconscious.

“One of the envelopes ruptured. We’re going down.”
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Qi, with Fanning in tow, walked away from where the Beauty lay. They clambered over rocks that had tumbled from the mountainside above them at some distant time in the past, now overgrown with moss and ferns. The sky was filled with broken clouds being driven north by a wind that could not be felt at ground level.

The sun was high. The storm had raged the rest of the night, long after they had come down hard. The moment they had touched down Qi disengaged the Faraday device to ensure they stayed put. Remy had vented all the hot air and, with the help of the crew, pulled in the deflated balloons as best he could. They had lashed them down but there was always the risk of the wind getting into them.

The crew had suffered through the rest of the night. Otto had regained consciousness and Mrs Cameron had moved him to his cabin where she stayed with him until daybreak. Whether the others had slept Qi did not know for sure. She had not. The fear the winds might rip the balloons to shreds preyed on her mind. If they could not be reinflated the Beauty would be stranded.

Remy and Terry Montgomery were in the process of checking the integrity of each of the balloon envelopes with Ichiro assisting.

Qi continued higher. It had been many years since she had climbed on rocks. Back at school in China, the nuns had had very strong ideas about what was proper behaviour for boys and girls. If a boy had a scraped knee it might be overlooked, and he might get away with a scolding. But if a girl should have a scraped knee? That was a caning offence. Young ladies did not do things that might result in their knees being scraped.

But Qi had done so. The Roman Catholic school had been built just outside the town, and there were hills to be climbed on both sides beyond the rice terraces. Her father was gone for months at a time, and she had to fend for herself. Sometimes—often—that meant fighting.

Her foot slipped on some moss, and she was brought back to the world with a jolt. She glanced around and decided she was high enough. Fanning was a few yards below, still climbing.

Qi turned to survey the scene and get some idea of where they were. Back the way they had come the valley twisted back and forth, gaining height fast. The terrain was uneven and strewn with huge rocks. If they had hit the deck any sooner, Beauty’s back would have been broken.

As it was, the ship rested on a flat swampy space where the river had burst its banks and occupied the small shelf area. It was far too close to the edge that dropped a further hundred or more feet to the valley below. All around them were the mountains that bordered the northern and eastern regions of Kerala. They did not even come close to rivalling the Himalayas, but they were tall enough to present a major barrier to travel—and to shelter less savoury individuals.

She could see Remy and the others at work on the top deck. And, as she watched, Beatrice Cameron—in full dress with a parasol—stepped delicately down the cargo ramp and picked her way across the stones, avoiding the water.

She looked completely out of place.

Qi pulled out her telescope and surveyed the lower valley. A track threaded its way between rice fields. There were shacks here and there, but these would not be for families. They were only temporary shelters for those working out in the paddies, where even now people were moving around. Around the borders of the paddies were fields with different crops, which she could not name at this distance.

Her attention was attracted by a line of rising smoke that had not been there a moment before. Along the track from the southeast came a puffing steam engine of some sort. She trained her telescope on it. She was not familiar with the design, but the artillery piece mounted above heavy duty tracks identified its purpose.

Moving along behind was a squad of infantry, in the khaki uniforms the British Army had adopted in recent years.

There was only one reason for it to be out here, and Beauty was that reason. The locals would immediately send for assistance if something they did not understand came their way.

Fanning had just reached her and was staring in the same direction.

“Let’s go,” said Qi. “We need to stop them before they get itchy trigger fingers.” She would have been happy to dodge their gun if Beauty had been airworthy, but right now she was a sitting duck. She guessed they had about thirty minutes, as long as these men were sufficiently intelligent to ask questions first.

With Fanning behind her, Qi jumped from stone to stone in her hurry to get down. Once she reached level ground she set off at a jog back to the ship. Mrs Cameron was standing at the edge of the drop-off looking out towards their welcoming committee.

As she approached she saw Ding and Terry mounting the flag mast on the front of the Beauty. There was generally no need to have the mast erected, but it was kept for tradition.

She left Fanning to fetch Mrs Cameron and climbed a ladder mounted on the outside of the ship, then rushed across the deck as the mast was being lashed in position. The flag locker had been dragged up on deck. She threw it open and sorted quickly through the contents. The inside lid of the locker displayed a key showing their meanings, but those maritime meanings had not been updated for flying vessels.

She pulled out the red diamond on the white background and threw it to Ding. He pulled it open and stared at it.

“I am disabled; communicate with me,” said Qi. Ding nodded, attached it to the line, and then rapidly pulled it into the air. There was sufficient wind to make it flap limply.

At that moment something whistled overhead and exploded into the rocks behind them. A thunderous roar filled the air, and bits of stone rained down on them.

Qi dived for cover, hoping none of the envelopes would be damaged.
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She had the idea that the steering thruster was running out of control because her ears were filled with a high-pitched whine. She lifted her head from the rocks. A pall of smoke and rock dust drifted across the tumbled stones on the slope. She coughed into the dry air.

The cough sounded strangely distant and she realised the whining was only in her ears. She brushed her hair back from her face and looked towards the approaching artillery car. It had not fired again. Perhaps the soldiers did not understand nautical flags. Why should they.

There was a movement down the slope from her; she saw Fanning pushing herself up from the rocks. Qi stumbled down the hill.

“Are you all right?”

Fanning looked up and grinned. “Sure packed a punch.” She was almost shouting. “You okay, Cap?”

Fanning reached out and touched her cheek. Qi was confused; it was such an intimate action, in the wrong time and place. But when Fanning withdrew her hand it glistened with red. “Best come down and let the lady take a look at it.” She wiped her hand on a dusty white kerchief she pulled from a pocket and held out her hand.

It was crazy the way the young girl took charge like a man, but it made climbing down off the stones easier.

Before they hit the level Qi stopped again and looked out across the valley. The column of men, cavalry and artillery was still moving in their direction but the muzzle of the big gun was no longer pointed in their direction.

* * * * *
[image: image]

“What’s the situation, Remy?”

“It is not good, Capitaine,” the Frenchman said. Qi had never seen him looking so dirty and tired; he usually took so much pride in his appearance. Behind him the bulk of Ichiro contrasted with the thin frame of Terry Montgomery but both of them looked concerned.

Qi hissed and pulled back, as Mrs Cameron applied some stinging unguent to the cut that marked her face from her right ear and across her cheek.

“You’ll have a scar if you don’t let me do this, Captain.”

She sounded like Sister Mary Therese, who had been in charge of the school infirmary. A lifetime of instant obedience made Qi settle and allow the woman, who was no older than she, have her way. Whatever the stuff was, it stung badly. Still, Mrs Cameron was more delicate than Dingbang.

Qi turned her attention back to Remy. “What do you need to get us back in the air?”

“You come with me.” Remy offered his hand to help her up

“Stay right where you are, I haven’t finished,” said Mrs Cameron. Remy dropped his hand. “Another minute, Captain.”

The woman began to clean her face with a damp cloth. Qi frowned and then winced as the cloth pulled at something embedded in her skin. Mrs Cameron pulled out a pair of tweezers and pried loose a sliver of metal that had penetrated a layer of skin. The place immediately stung and Qi internally cursed the perversity of bodies. Qi sat obedient and still as Mrs Cameron cleaned the rest of her face. No more shards were found.

Ding had been standing on the drop-off into the valley, watching the approaching column. He turned from the edge and made his way across the stones to the group.

“Five minutes, riders come,” he said.

A sigh escaped Qi’s lips and she looked at the expectant faces of her crew. “Fanning, you go with Remy. Make a list of everything we need to get Beauty aloft. Ding, take Ichiro and greet them as far down the track as you can.”

“We will be weaponless, mèimei,” said Ding, looking down at her. He only called her ‘little sister’ when he was worried.

“What choice do we have, old man? Bring them up slowly if you can, and I will meet the welcoming committee.” Ding gave a short bow and headed off, pausing only to gather up Ichiro, who loomed behind him, as they headed off round the other side of the ship.

She turned to Mrs Cameron. “How do I look?”

The woman sniffed. “Damaged. Untidy. Dirty. Your hair needs doing, and”—she paused as if deciding how to say something—“you’ve been wearing the same clothes since we left Delhi. Two days.”

“You mean I smell?”

“It wouldn’t be polite to say.”

“Calling me dirty is polite?”

The woman shrugged and smiled. She climbed to her feet and offered her hand to help Qi up. Qi accepted the assistance. Her muscles were stiff from sitting. It wasn’t just that she’d been in the same clothes for two days. She’d barely slept, and meals had been irregular.

Mrs Cameron managed to appear perfect, but then she did not have to run the ship in a storm.

Fanning and Remy had reached the Beauty and were climbing one of the ladders mounted on the outside of the hull. Ding and Ichiro were out of sight.

“We’ll say you chartered the ship to bring you south,” said Qi. “You do the talking.”

Qi found the look of fear and astonishment in Mrs Cameron’s face amusing. Revenge could be sweet.

“I can’t do that,” she said. “I mean, why would I do that?” Mrs Cameron looked across at the Beauty resting on the edge of the river’s flood plain. It might be gaily painted but it was not a pretty vessel. Just an ice cargo ship: squat and functional. “I mean, why wouldn’t I just take a scheduled air-ship?”

“Don’t you know how to lie?”

Mrs Beatrice Cameron opened her mouth to respond but no words came out.

The woman’s previous comments made Qi uncomfortable and conscious of her unkempt state. She found the cloth Mrs Cameron had used to wipe her face, soaked it in one of the streams of overflowing river water and wiped the rest of her face and hands, then started on the leather of her jacket and trousers.

She decided to put Beatrice out of her misery. “Stick to the truth.”

“That I left my husband? I can’t tell them that.”

“No, but if you have that as the reason you needed to get out of Delhi so quickly, and say that you hired me—which, in a way, you did—then you won’t get caught in a lie. You’ll be a woman of mystery.”

At that moment Ding reappeared, Ichiro at his shoulder and followed by five men leading their mounts. They splashed through the river’s streams and pools in their direction.

Beatrice glanced at Qi, lifted her chin and walked steadily towards them, Qi following close behind.

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]
iv   

[image: image]



Captain Hillary Reynolds followed the Chinaman and the huge Nipponese up the slope towards the stranded ship. It had been lucky for them that one of the older men under his command had previously worked in the merchant navy and recognised the flags the ship had run up.

It certainly had been a hellish storm in the mountains last night; little wonder they had been downed. And lucky they hadn’t been smashed to bits against the mountainside.

The Chinaman (he’d introduced himself as Ding something or other), the First Mate apparently, was difficult to understand as his English was quite poor. The Japanese fellow said nothing at all. Just loomed.

After Reynolds chose a squad of four men, they all proceeded up the slope. The river water was cascading dramatically down the valley, swamping the rice fields. The peasants were out trying to reduce the potential damage. Rice was a queer crop but he had no complaints about what could be done with it.

The peasants had alerted them to the presence of the vessel. Being peasants, they had grossly overstated both the size and the weaponry of the ship. He did not recognise the type of vessel as they approached and he really had not been able to understand the name the Chinaman had used for it. He couldn’t see any weapons at all.

Still, it did not matter. Mrs Ruane had commanded the crew should be detained to ensure they were not connected with the rebels. They reached the flat river bed and made their way around the ship, stepping across the stones.

To his consternation, he found himself face-to-face with two women: a woman as white and appropriately dressed as Mrs Ruane, and another Chinese, a woman in men’s clothing. However, he gathered his composure and called out in his parade-ground voice.

* * * * *
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Qi studied the British officer. He was a Caucasian in his late twenties, wearing the khaki uniform of the British Indian Army. He was not holding his pistol, but its holster was unbuttoned. He clutched a swagger stick in his right hand. The threat was clear enough. Three of the four Sikh soldiers in his squad held their rifles ready, while the fourth hung back with the horses. They were not watching the exchange between their officer and the women; they were watching the rocks behind, as well as the crew.

“You will surrender your vessel to me and consider yourself detained under my authority.”

“I beg your pardon, Captain ...?” Mrs Cameron’s voice carried a tone of authority Qi had not been expecting. The soldier hesitated for a moment.

“Captain Reynolds, madam.” He cleared his throat. “Suspected bandits are to be detained pending investigations.”

“I look like a bandit, do I, Captain Reynolds?”

“Of course not, madam. However, these”—he indicated the ship’s crew with a wave of his stick—“look very much like bandits.”

Beatrice Cameron smiled. “And you think I would be in the company of bandits, Captain Reynolds?”

“You might be a prisoner.”

“This is Captain Qi Zang” (she emphasised the title to ensure there was no mistake) “of the Frozen Beauty, an ice cargo vessel. These others are her crew.”

“And you are, madam?”

“Mrs Beatrice Cameron, late of Delhi. I must get to the Fortress in Ceylon, and I required a ship. This was the only method of transport available where I considered I would be safe—if you take my meaning.”

The army captain stared at Qi Zang, who acknowledged him with a nod of her head. He understood Mrs Cameron’s unspoken point: A female travelling alone would feel safer aboard a ship captained by a woman.

“You will vouch for them?”

“Captain, we would not even be here if the ship had not been injured in the storm last night. Captain Qi is in need of materials for repair.” She was getting into her stride. “Quite frankly, Captain, I am quite put out by this delay, and to be treated as a common criminal rather takes the biscuit. Now if you and your men would care to assist me instead of presenting a problem, I would be most grateful.”

Captain Reynolds, however, was not so easily deflected. “Naturally, Mrs Cameron, you are not under arrest. However my orders are clear. You, Captain Qi and the crew must accompany me to the barracks.”

Qi spoke up. “I’m afraid I can’t agree, Captain. My vessel must be repaired as soon as possible. We have a schedule and we are already late.”

If Captain Reynolds was surprised by her command of English, he did not show it. “I do not wish to be indelicate, madam, but I must insist. Once your bona fides have been established you may repair your ship and depart.”

As their argument had intensified Remy, Otto, Terry and Fanning had come to the railing on the top deck and were looking down. Qi glanced at them. Terry in particular was looking at her hard. Qi was aware he would not be willing to go. He and the British Army had a history. He had not told her what it was and she would never pry, though since she had found him in China it probably had something to do the Boxer Rebellion.

“Captains,” Mrs Cameron interrupted. “I’m sure we can come to some arrangement.”

“I will not leave my ship unmanned.” Qi glared at him. “Four of my people will remain to guard the ship and make repairs. Shoot me if you must.”

“You could leave a guard,” said Mrs Cameron before Captain Reynolds had a chance to argue further. 

The officer hesitated for a moment. “Very well. You can leave three but I will require their names.”
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The British captain had permitted Mrs Cameron to ride in the artillery carriage that had accompanied the troop. Qi and the rest of the crew had to walk with mounted soldiers behind them.

They followed the track that led between the rice fields and the other crops further up the hillside. The peasants in the fields paused in their work and leaned on their tools to watch the procession pass by.

Qi glanced back one final time at the Beauty perched precariously on the edge of the high river bed—she could see Terry, Remy and Ichiro watching them—before it disappeared from sight as they rounded a bend in the valley. Behind her tramped Dingbang, Otto and Fanning, who had drawn the usual double-takes from those who had never seen the like of her before.

The fields continued and then ran up against a thick wood. From behind the trees a thin line of smoke rose into the now still air.

Captain Reynolds walked his horse alongside them.

“How are you planning on verifying our bona fides, Captain?” she asked.

“Copies of all relevant records are held at the main air-docks in the city. We will take your details and send a man to check them.”

“And how long will that take?”

“We should receive a reply by tomorrow at the earliest, perhaps the next day.”

Qi had decided not to antagonise their captor since it would probably be unhelpful in the circumstances. Although the British were sticklers for detail, they were efficient enough. The delay irritated her but the repairs had to be done. She had the list of requirements from Remy and Terry.

“And where will we be staying?”

“Mrs Cameron will be invited to stay at the house I expect. We have suitable accommodation for suspected bandits.”

“You’re going to put us in cells?”

He at least had the manners to look slightly embarrassed. “They are not prison.”

She said nothing for a while but trudged along the track. She had long since given up trying to avoid the mud and squelched through an area where the thinly distributed cobblestones had subsided into the field.

“Who owns the house?”

“The Ruane family.”

The name meant nothing to Qi, but then she did not have a need to keep up on well-to-do British families, and said as much.

“The family is Irish.”

* * * * *
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It was coming on to midday when they broke through the wood and crossed a flat grassy area with not the slightest bush or shrub. Here and there across its surface she could see light reflecting on pools. Ahead of them was a crenelated wall that looked as if it could withstand the attack of an army.

It was apparent the threat of attack from bandits was taken seriously and the open space they now crossed was a killing field for any force attacking from the mountains.

But if the bandits had an airship of any sort then the woods, open space and wall were nothing more than an empty threat.

The track approached within twenty feet of the wall and then turned parallel to it. As the only safe path through the mire, its attractiveness was another trap.

Finally it closed on the wall and intersected it at a solid gate of oak and iron. It was open but they had been under observation for some time from the lookout above it. Had they been attackers, the closed gate would have presented almost as much defence as the stone wall itself.

* * * * *
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Beatrice was grateful when the artillery carriage came to a complete stop outside the gates. The constant noise from its huffing steam engine and the grinding of the metal wheels on the stones of the path had made any sort of conversation, even with the driver next to her, quite impossible—even if she could have thought of something to say to the fellow.

The driver disengaged something and the noise level dropped considerably. Then he rotated a lever a few times until it seemed to resist him and came to a stop. Perhaps it prevented the wheels from moving, though she could not imagine any force on God’s Earth that could force it to move except its own colossal, and extremely noisy, engine.

Satisfied, the driver clambered to the door and opened it. She climbed carefully to her feet; she was small enough to stand upright in the cabin but the constant vibration of the machine seemed to have had a bad effect on her strength and balance.

She held on to the open door as she climbed down the steps. Fanning was there and stretched out her hand. “Grab hold, Beatrice.” She was grateful for the support and finally made it down. She staggered for a moment but Fanning tucked her arm behind her elbow.

“I got ya.”

“I think I may walk next time.”

“Better get you something a little more practical then,” said Fanning with a grin. “Those skirts and fancy shoes wouldn’t last half the distance.”

Beatrice shook her head. She still could not manage the strange duality of Fanning, the male attitude in the female body. Sometimes it was better just to think of her as him.

They made their way across to the rest of the group, with Fanning taking the lead, of course.

Captain Reynolds stepped forwards. “If you’d like to walk ahead with me, Mrs Cameron?”

Beatrice glanced at the others, surrounded by casual but alert soldiers. Not close enough to be oppressive but the intent was clear .

“Thank you, Captain, but I will walk with the crew.”

“As you wish.”

And with their armed escort they headed up towards the house. Behind them the artillery carriage fired up again and, with a roar of steam, headed away.
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The track wound through an apple orchard that hid the buildings ahead for a short while. They passed through another gate, this one in a low stone wall that separated the orchard from carefully tended gardens.

Away to their right, the north, were a series of utilitarian buildings. Rising up in front of them was the smoke and steam from the still audible puffing of the artillery carriage. Probably the barracks for the soldiers, thought Qi.

Ahead and slightly to the south was the mansion, built in a combination of British and Indian Gothic. Tall glazed windows with wide vertical separation gave light to the lower three airy floors, and further windows in the roof areas illuminated rooms for the staff.

The family must be very rich to maintain such a place.

The light of the day was too bright to allow her to see into the rooms but she had been in places like this before. It would be marble and oak, high ceilings and steam-driven punkhas to keep the air circulating. There would be Indian staff in every room to wait, hand and foot, on the ageing bastions of the British ruling elite.

She was glad she was not part of this world. Unlike Beatrice. Qi glanced across at the woman. She had chosen to walk with them, which had seemed odd in a way—but then, they had rescued her and perhaps she felt she owed them a debt. Though, if anything, the debt was in the other direction. If not for Beatrice, she would have lost the Beauty.

The party circled around the building. The path changed from a muddy track to clean gravel that crunched beneath their boots and shoes. The Indian gardeners—so many of them and of so many different ages—watched the strange parade as it passed them by. Qi laughed to herself at the sight they must make.

“Something funny, Cap?” asked Fanning. Qi flushed and shook her head.

“Just a thought.”

She glanced to the other side where Dingbang was watching her with his look of serious concern. Qi shook herself. He was right; this was potentially dangerous. They needed to get out of here as quickly as they could.

The garden at the front of the house was a glorious riot of flowers, plants with leaves of purple, blue and grey interspersed with pools and streams over which hung willows. Paths traced and criss-crossed through the whole chaotic mix.

Mrs Cameron stopped and stared. “It’s so beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

The voice came from behind them. The whole party turned and gawped. This must be the lady of the house, thought Qi. Mrs Kathleen Ruane was certainly a very striking woman. She was taller than most men. Her red hair was in a thick braid that hung across her shoulder. A white, wide-brimmed hat shaded both her face and her bare freckled shoulders from the sun. Her dress was practical rather than decorative. She wore leather gloves and carried a wicker basket that held small digging tools.

When she stepped among them Qi had the impression of looking up at a giantess. The soldiers put up their guns and glanced at the captain.

“Are these our bandits, Captain Reynolds?” There was a laugh in her voice along with a tone of absolute command.

He saluted. “Yes, Mrs Ruane.” He hesitated. “If you would not mind stepping away from the prisoners so my men can keep their guns trained.”

Mrs Ruane ignored him. She looked at each of them, pausing only on Fanning. She finally turned to Qi. “You are their leader?”

Her words carried a soft lilt of an accent Qi did not recognise. “Captain Qi Zang ... Mrs Ruane.”

The woman smiled at her. “Excellent. And these are all your crew?”

“All save our passenger, Mrs Cameron.”

Beatrice Cameron seemed as taken with the impressive Mrs Ruane as Fanning, both of them quite captivated. Qi glanced at Dingbang and Otto; the latter looked as if his tongue might roll out of his mouth if it were not shut. Even Dingbang’s attention was fixed.

Qi frowned.

“Mrs Ruane, we are not bandits, we are traders, and we would like to be away as soon as possible. If that is possible.”

The woman took as much notice of her words as she had of Captain Reynolds’s. “I think we should have some lunch. Don’t you?”

* * * * *
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After Mrs Ruane silenced Captain Reynolds’s protestations by completely ignoring them—as seemed to be her way when faced with a question she had no interest in answering—she guided them inside.

The interior of the house did not disappoint Qi’s imagination.

Mrs Ruane would not permit the guards to enter the house, but permitted Reynolds to keep his gun readied as long as he did not draw it. The staff, as numerous as Qi had expected they would be, handed out refreshments.

So within a few hours of crashing down and being arrested on suspicion of  banditry, they were sipping fruit juice in a cool wide lounge filled with expensive furniture, with walls that featured a selection of severe-looking ancestors, many with the red hair Mrs Ruane displayed.

It was like attending a party in a place you didn’t know and with too few people to allow casual chit-chat.

Mrs Ruane appeared at Qi’s side, took her left hand and tucked it under her right arm. She seemed utterly unconcerned at her familiarity. “Come along with me, Captain.”

She led Qi through double doors and along a corridor to a much smaller sitting room. Mrs Ruane released Qi’s hand, threw herself into an armchair and let out a long sigh.

“I am so sorry about the imposition of you having to come here with Captain Reynolds,” she said. “But perhaps it is not all bad.”

Qi perched on the edge of an armchair facing her. She was not entirely familiar with appropriate behaviour in the British upper classes, but she was quite certain that Mrs Ruane was not exhibiting it.

“I understand you’ve been having trouble with bandits.”

“Yes. And that’s why your arrival is so fortuitous.”

“It is?”

“Of course. Now that you’re here you’ll be able to carry an attack party into the mountains so we can rout the bandits once and for all.”
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Terry leaned on the wooden railing of the upper deck. Next to him, the Frenchman smoked a cigarette while Ichiro stared off into the distance. It was not that Ichiro was hard to read. Terry had met Japanese before and while they were like closed books, if Ichiro were a book he would be one for children, with pictures and colour plates.

It was because of his deafness; every movement he made was huge, and he liked it when people were that way to him. Ichiro focused and turned his head, his grin spreading across his face as he realised Terry was staring at him.

We work now. Ichiro’s hands flicked in quick embrasive movements. The boy loved to work. Terry held up his hand to indicate not yet as he nodded at the four British soldiers who also watched the departing group.

Terry wondered how scared they were. Well, it was up to him to put them at their ease. The Frenchman could irritate a Buddhist without raising a sweat, and they had no chance of understanding Ichiro.

He climbed over the railing and made his way down the ladder. One of the soldiers brought up his gun. Once he had reached halfway Terry jumped down to the rocky river bed.

“You boys want a drink?” All four of them were Indian: one of them a corporal by his stripes, the others privates.

“We don’t drink.”

“I was thinking tea, mate,” Terry said with a smile. “Don’t touch the sauce myself. The froggy only drinks wine or one of his fancy French liqueurs.”

They looked at the corporal for guidance.

“They’re going to be gone a long time, right? Back tomorrow at the earliest so we better get settled and get to know one another. Right?”

They relaxed a little. Terry smiled and stuck out his hand. “Terry Montgomery, late of Adelaide, Australia.”

The corporal slung his rifle over his shoulder and shook. “Corporal Rajagopal.” The soldier glanced up at the other two.

Terry leaned in a little. “Frenchie’s name is Remy Darras, aggravating bastard but a genius with the balloons. Just don’t tell him I said that.” The corporal grinned. “And the big guy is Ichiro, but he can’t hear a word, he’s a gentle giant. Don’t let him hug you, he’ll crush your ribs.”

All four soldiers were now relaxed and smiling, looking up at Remy and Ichiro. Terry allowed himself a relaxed smile. At least nobody was going to get shot, as long as Remy kept his sarcastic comments to himself.

* * * * *
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The tea had gone down well, even with tinned milk. You got used to it. Only the bridge would have been big enough to hold them all—the ship’s mess was only good for four at one time—but Terry didn’t think the captain would appreciate it.

So he had Ichiro set up a table and chairs from around the ship in the cargo bay close to the open doors. Remy had not joined them. He had sniffed at the idea of tea and had gone up top to fiddle with the balloon gear while they waited for supplies to do his repairs.

“So how long does it take to get to—what? Your barracks?”

The corporal nodded. “By the Big House, two hours from here.”

“That’s quite some artillery piece you boys have got.”

“Not really, Mr Montgomery. It may be big but I think you know it is quite old. I think perhaps you are being deceiving.”

Terry tensed. He’d kept his sleeves rolled down to hide his tattoos. “Why would you say that?”

“You are a military man. This much is clear.”

Terry forced a smile onto his face. Lying was against the Fourth Precept.

“I was. It was another life,” he said. “I moved on.”

The corporal looked as if he wanted to say something else but thought better of it and stood up. “We need to arrange patrols.”

The other three soldiers rose, brushed themselves down and straightened their uniforms.

“It’s not safe here then?”

“This is one of the valleys the bandits use when they raid.”

“And they attack the main house this way?”

The corporal shook his head. “They take from the peasants.”

One aspect of never lying was that it became much easier to tell when someone else was not being entirely truthful. But Terry did not think it wise to push the point.

“All right, mate, well we’ll get back to our work then. Good getting to know you.”

The soldiers left the cargo hold and Terry watched the corporal giving his orders pointing up the valley and round. They set off in two groups of two, the corporal leading the first; when they were a hundred paces away the second pair followed. Weapons at the ready.

Ichiro was gathering up the chairs.

Leave them, signed Terry. We’ll want them here later. He knew his ability with signing didn’t quite communicate exactly what he was thinking in his head, but Ichiro was good at interpreting what people meant.

He might be big, but he was no one’s fool.

They make you sad, Ichiro signed and placed his hand on Terry’s arm.

Terry shook his head and gently pulled his arm free.

The sun was still high. They had managed to kill a couple of hours, but the monotony was going to kick in pretty soon. Better to keep busy. The galley could do with a thorough clean and sort out; that Cameron woman kept putting things back in the wrong place.
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Terry came awake at the sound of a gunshot and threw himself out of his bunk. Moonlight was filtering through the porthole, not bright but enough to let him make out the shapes and shadows.

Terry slept half-dressed from habit, so he grabbed an old sweater, a shade darker than his skin, and pulled it over his head. He stopped and listened. Ichiro was snoring in the berth next door. He hadn’t heard anything, of course.

Another shot rang out and echoed back from the mountains. A rifle, close by. Probably one of the army boys. Last thing he knew they’d been arranging to keep patrols on the top deck, with the cargo doors locked shut. It was a good enough plan, as there was little cover close to the ship.

He opened his door and went out into the almost-black of the companionway, as he knew the ship’s layout intimately and needed no light. He opened Ichiro’s door and stepped through. Ichiro’s room was as sparsely furnished as his own. Possessions were a trap.

He shook Ichiro’s arm and the big man grabbed his wrist, immobilising it. In the half-light Terry pressed his finger to his lips and saw the grin spread over Ichiro’s face. Terry frowned. It was not a stupid sign to make; Ichiro needed to know that he should avoid making a sound.

Not that he’d know if he did.

Terry pointed at the porthole and then made stabbing signs into his hand. He had no idea how to express the concept of “bandits.” Ichiro lost his grin, and made the same moves as if to clarify them. Terry nodded, keeping eye contact to ensure Ichiro realised the seriousness of the situation.

He moved to the door and gestured for Ichiro to follow.

“Monsieur Montgomery, ou es tu?” Remy’s hiss pierced the silence of the corridor.

Terry moved out into the passage.

“Is it you?” asked Remy.

“Well, if it wasn’t, you’d be dead by now,” Terry muttered.

“When I have a gun and you do not, I do not think that would be the case.”

“Quiet. Follow me.”

“Bien sur.”

Terry glanced heavenwards in a quick prayer to whoever might be there to silence the Frenchman, who seemed to have little grasp of the concept of “quiet.”

They moved through the ship until they reached a ladder up to a hatch in the top deck. He could see the stars through the opening. There had been silence since the last gunshot. Terry gestured for the other two to remain where they were, and he climbed until his head was just below the level of the open trapdoor.

“Hisssst,” he said quietly. There was sound of something rubbing against the wood of the upper deck.

“Name?”

“Montgomery, what’s my first name?”

There was a moment’s hesitation. “Terry.”

“Advance, friend.”

The head of the corporal appeared, silhouetted against the stars.

“We have bandits.” It wasn’t a question.

“There appear to be. One of my men is wounded.”

“How many are there and which way?”

“Number unknown but they have not rushed us so I do not expect many. We saw them moving by the river.”

Terry digested the information recalling what he could of the terrain, the edge on which they were perched, the river and the valley.

“Give me three minutes and then open fire. Keep them busy for five minutes, then don’t fire unless they rush the ship.”

“Very good, I understand.”

His head moved out of sight. Terry contemplated for a moment how refreshing it was to deal with trained personnel instead of civilians all the time. Then he climbed down into the ship.

“Give me your gun, Remy.”

“You do not use guns.”

“I hope to keep it that way.” Terry held out his hand and Remy handed over the revolver. “Let’s just hope they haven’t put any more holes in the balloons.”

“Sacre, I hope not.”

“If you can think of anything to help protect the ship, do it. Otherwise stay out of the line of fire.”

“Do not worry, mon ami, my life is very precious to me.”

If Ichiro was upset at not being able to follow what they were saying, he did not show it. He simply stood, waiting.

Terry touched Ichiro’s arm and indicated for him to follow. They went through to the bridge and then took the stairs down into the hold. Terry did not dare light the electrics. While it was true the hold was well sealed to keep the cold in for the ice cargo, he did not know whether light would show through anywhere.

They reached the small hatch in the main cargo door at the front of the ship, furthest from the action. Unless, of course, the bandits were planning the same thing as he—in which case this might be a very short and ineffectual military action.

As slowly as possible, to avoid any noise, he unbolted the door. He pulled it open and peered out. The moon’s position placed this side of the ship in blackest shadow. Both good and bad. It would hide his exit, but prevented him from seeing if anyone else was there.

The fields were laid out in the silver light, looking calm and quiet. The gunfire would have echoed across the whole valley, but no peasant would take an interest. They preferred not to get involved. Terry understood that completely.

He stepped into the cold outside air. Ichiro followed. Terry stopped immediately, laid his hand on the man’s chest and pushed him back. Ichiro made a small noise. Terry cringed, but the river splashing over the edge and into the valley would hide any small sounds.

Or so he told himself.

He found Ichiro’s hand and pressed that to Ichiro’s chest and then forced his arm back towards the door. He manipulated his fingers in the dark so the big man’s hand was pointing, and made it move towards the door.

Ichiro extricated his fingers from Terry’s and laid his hand on Terry’s shoulder, then gently pushed him away. Terry took a few steps. Ichiro did not follow; his shadow merged with the ship, and the door closed.

Another gunshot rang out, followed by a fusillade. Terry heaved a sigh of relief and, crouching low, headed for where the river disappeared over the edge.
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As Terry expected, the edge was not an abrupt cutoff where the ground suddenly fell away into oblivion. Instead it was rough, with various levels where the river water had eroded gently curving rocks and other places where whole chunks had fallen away, leaving deep grooves with flat bottoms.

It was not too difficult clambering along the precipice keeping his head below ground level, but it was wet and cold. His hands began to grow numb as he descended into another cut, clinging to grasses and reeds that were generally well rooted but occasionally gave way in a heart-stopping jerk.

Eventually he passed the water flow and reached the other bank. In the wet season even this would be flooding with water, but not now. It also meant that he was more aware of any noise he made. He clambered a distance further and then moved up towards ground level.

Sporadic firing still burst from the dark shadow of the ship on his left. The soldiers were moving between shots to prevent being targeted by the muzzle flashes.

The return fire was coming from a position almost directly up the valley from him. The soldiers would stop firing soon; that would mean the bandits’ attention would begin to wander. He needed to move faster.

Fortune favoured the brave, or so he’d heard. He crouched low and moved at a fast walk, not directly towards the bandits but at an angle to take him closer but further behind them. Only a minute had passed when he noticed that the firing from the Beauty had stopped. One or two shots rang out from the bandits, and then it all went silent.

He stopped moving and hunkered down, trying to blend into the shadows.

If the bandits were intelligent they might guess the firing was cover. He hoped it did not occur to them. He fingered the gun in his pocket. He should have removed the bullets; there was always the chance he might hurt someone, even kill them. It wasn’t good playing games with a loaded gun.

He would have heaved a sigh, but that would have been too noisy.

Moving like a snake, he wound his way across the ground, approaching the group of bandits. They had been spread out when shooting but now that it was quiet they moved together. So much the better. They were probably wondering what to do next. The ship was clearly well defended, so what did they think they would gain by storming it?

Perhaps they thought it carried some valuable cargo. They would be sorely disappointed. It wasn’t that the cargo wasn’t valuable, but if it wasn’t kept cool it wouldn’t survive. There was some leeway for delivery but not a great deal.

How much risk were the bandits willing to take? And how soon?

Minutes passed and Terry wormed his way closer. The sound of running water filled his ears and he realized he was moving through the edges of the river water again. The sound would still help to protect him; he just did not like getting wet.

He was no more than a hundred yards away when their voices drifted past him, intermingled with the splashing of the river. They were talking in one of the native languages, of which there were hundreds; it could be any one of them. He had not expected to be able understand them. He just hoped they would understand him. They would probably understand the gun, regardless.

Brilliant white light flooded the valley, pouring from three of the Beauty’s spotlights. Terry blinked. Those lights were not designed to run from the batteries, and only to last a short time. Remy had been busy.

The bandits were blinking and shielding their eyes.

Terry pushed himself to his feet. His muscles ached from the unusual exercise but he ignored the pain. As fast as he could, he covered the intervening distance. Remy had taken a big risk; he might have been much further away and unable to take advantage.

“Put your hands up or I will shoot you dead!” he shouted.

The blinking bandits turned in surprise. Three of the seven raised their guns; they were now facing away from the lights, unlike him. Terry fired at the ground between them. His stomach churned from the false feeling of power the gun gave him. He hated it.

The warning shot had the desired effect. They all raised their hands into the air, just as the spotlights dimmed.

Terry fired again just to make a point, to ensure they did not think the dimming was a cue to go on the offensive.

“Put down your guns!”

At least two of them spoke English because they crouched to place their weapons on the ground. Looking at them in the dying light Terry got the feeling they were looking over his shoulder.

At something behind him.

He spun round. Another bandit loomed out of the dark, brandishing a sword. Terry ducked as the weapon sliced over his head. The temptation of the gun filled Terry. All he had to do was shoot the man.

He did not want to die, though he knew death was only a temporary affair. He fought his military training that would simply raise the gun and shoot his opponent dead. He dodged again, and slipped on a wet stone. As he went down he heard his attacker cry out.

He looked up and saw his opponent rise into the air, his legs dangling and jerking ineffectually. A look of terror contorted the man’s face. As if he were nothing but a child’s rag doll, he was tossed to the side and crashed to the ground, striking his head.

Ichiro loomed out of the dark, grinning, and pointed behind Terry. He turned quickly and fired once more as the bandits made to run.

“Stay right where you are.”
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There were songbirds in her dream. Very loud songbirds. Qi tried to shoo them away so they would not wake her up.

Did that mean she was still asleep?

She thought about it. No. She wasn’t asleep. And the songbirds were still very loud. But the bed was extraordinarily comfortable. She lay face down on a spring mattress that supported her weight evenly, layers of finely woven cotton both beneath her and draped across her body.

Mrs Ruane. The house. The soldiers. The storm. The ship. Beauty!

She pushed herself up, she was wearing a cotton nightgown with blue bows that had been laid out on the bed in her room. She usually slept in her underwear when they were on the ground. When they were in the air she might catch a few minutes in her bunk, fully dressed.

There was no one else about. She looked at her wrist and remembered she’d removed her watch along with everything else. It had been a novelty. A clock on the mantel told her it was a quarter past six.

Water splashed somewhere nearby and the combined scents of oranges and roses floated through the room. Qi sat back on her heels in the middle of the bed as a female servant came in, bowed her head and pressed her palms together. “Your bath is ready, sahiba.”

* * * * *
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Qi had almost kicked up a fuss over the bath and the bathing. It was not that she was shy about her body—even though the nuns had tried to turn their pupils into prudes—but she was perfectly capable of both washing and drying herself. The maid’s help was not required.

But she did accept the maid’s assistance with her hair. Some of the younger nuns had, from time to time, enjoyed brushing the girls’ hair, and that was one service Qi was willing to accept. The maid also oiled it and knotted it into a tight, thick plait down her back.

However, while she was happy that her leather trousers, jacket, and linen shirt had all been returned spotlessly clean—and the leather had been oiled—she was less than happy that her heavy-duty underthings were nowhere to be found, having been replaced by flimsy items that were unlikely to last a day.

The maid became so distraught at Qi’s anger that the captain was completely unable to maintain it. She gave up, put on the lightweight replacements and wrapped herself in her leather armour, against the world.

* * * * *
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If Mrs Ruane had been waiting for Qi to leave her room, she managed to make it look as if she had simply been passing at a fortuitous moment. Then again, perhaps it really had been coincidence.

The tall woman was wearing a dress that simultaneously catered to British tastes in corsetry while not being too heavy, so allowing the wearer some relief from the heat. It might have been argued that the extremely revealing décolletage served the same cooling purpose. However, Qi imagined it would have quite the opposite effect on any male viewer.

“Captain Qi, good morning.”

Something about her Irish accent mixed with her throaty voice made it seem that she was perpetually flirting with whomever she spoke to.

“Mrs Ruane,” said Qi. “I must thank you for your kind hospitality.”

“You are guests, like shipwrecked sailors. What else would I do for someone in need?”

“We can’t repay your kindness.”

Mrs Ruane smiled. “Have you considered what I said last night?”

Qi pursed her lips. She’d walked straight into that trap. Damn those bloody nuns for their lessons in politeness.

“Let’s go down to breakfast, shall we?”

She stepped past the captain, closer than she needed to. Her hand lingered a moment, and her fingertips brushed across the back of Qi’s hand.

Qi could not decide whether Mrs Ruane’s behaviour was because the lady was genuinely attracted to her, or because the lady thought she might add to the persuasion by promising her a night of passion. It was not something Qi was interested in, either way. And she did not like being manipulated.

Mrs Ruane paused at the top of the sweeping staircase. “Are you coming?”

Qi set off after her.

* * * * *
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The captain almost failed to recognise Fanning, who was looking cleaner than Qi had ever seen. Mrs Cameron looked the same as she ever did while Otto’s suit was pristine. Qi looked again, no, it was a new suit and his shoes had been buffed to a brilliant shine. But Otto was not looking at the captain. He—along with an almost drooling Fanning and, once again, Mrs Cameron—had fixed his gaze on their hostess.

Qi frowned. Was she the only person immune to this woman’s charms?

Food was set out on tables round the edge of the room with servants ready to serve it up. Mrs Ruane collected a plate and went round, making her selections. The rest of the company followed her lead.

“Apparently taking one’s breakfast in this fashion is all the rage back in England and Ireland,” said Mrs Ruane. “It’s much more relaxed, don’t you think?”

The last time Qi had had a formal breakfast of any sort, as far as she could recall, had been at least seven years earlier. “We normally just take turns in the mess.”

Mrs Ruane laughed. “The mess?”

“Our”—Qi searched for a way to describe the pokey little space—“dining room. It’s not very big. There’s not much formality on small boats.”

Mrs Ruane sat down and tucked into the impressive stack on her plate. Mrs Cameron had selected a delicate amount, while Fanning and Otto had enormous piles of food. 

“I look forward to being given a tour.”

Qi was in the middle of choosing a breakfast somewhat more significant than Mrs Cameron’s while not being as greedy as the others when a servant came to the door.

“Captain Reynolds, Madam.”

The Captain strode in, clean and polished. He nodded at Qi then bowed to the mistress of the house.

“Have some breakfast, Captain.”

“I’m afraid we must be moving out. I have received word that there were shots fired in the vicinity of the crashed ship.”

“Shots?” Qi put down her plate of untouched food. She looked at Mrs Ruane. “We have to go, now.” She addressed the captain again. “If my crew is harmed I shall hold you personally responsible, Captain Reynolds.”

He touched his helmet. “Captain Qi, I am as concerned as you. I will be riding out with a small detachment. They are saddling up.”

“I want to come with you.”

“Can you ride?”

“I can manage.”
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“I’m afraid Mrs Ruane has upset your plans to treat us like common criminals,” said Qi as conversationally as was feasible on horseback, trotting along the muddy path.

She and Captain Reynolds were flanked by ten Sikh soldiers carrying wicked-looking swords along with their rifles. All ten sported impressive moustaches and beards. They had already covered a third of the distance and were approaching the turn in the road where it met the main valley. It had been difficult to convince Dingbang to remain at the house; in the end she ordered him to remain since they could not leave Otto and Fanning.

“Mrs Ruane is a law unto herself,” said Captain Reynolds, his voice tight and resigned. “However you are not off the hook as far as I am concerned, Captain.”

“I really think we got off on the wrong foot.”

“I have nothing against you personally, Captain Qi. You seem a decent person, for a Chinese.”

For a moment Qi lost the rhythm of the gait and was roughly bumped around—she did not use the rising trot that the soldiers employed. “Shall we hurry?” she said to avoid making a caustic comment and kicked her horse into a canter.

She pulled away for a moment but Reynolds’s mount shifted up a gear and soon drew alongside. He was riding a stallion that was probably higher up the pecking order than the smaller mare they’d given her.

“I am afraid I insulted you,” said Reynolds.

“Never mind, Captain. I assure you I am quite used to your British prejudices.”

“I believe I am trying to apologise.”

“Relationships between our nations have never been easy and, in case you’d forgotten, you invaded us.”

“Are you suggesting we should not have helped put down the Boxer Rebellion?”

“Captain, you have no idea what went on,” she said through gritted teeth. “If you did you would not discuss it so casually.”

Mercifully her comment managed to shut him up. She was not foolish enough to believe every story that was told about the depredations on the allied forces that had landed in China to deal with the Boxers. But even if only a fraction of those stories were true, the British and their European allies had no right to make any comment.

After ten minutes they dropped back into a trot. They were now moving along the valley with the fields to their right and the agricultural terraces to their left.

When she was very young Qi had spent a couple of years working in the rice fields up to her calves in water, planting and harvesting. The nuns had provided some relief from the interminable work with their school. Not all children were allowed to attend but her father had given her uncle strict instructions that she was to be educated. So she was.

“The guards are not where they should be,” said Captain Reynolds as they reached the head of the valley. He was examining the area with a spyglass. She was relieved to see the Beauty still sitting where she’d left it. Not that it could have flown away, but there was always the risk someone might set fire to it. “You should keep back while we go in.”

“I’ll be going with you, Captain. It’s my ship and my men.”

He acquiesced with a nod.

They dismounted. Four of the guards went on ahead while Qi, Captain Reynolds and the remainder walked openly forward in a loose group.

* * * * *
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Terry Montgomery was busy pushing a rag on the end of a broom handle into a pipe to clean it when the piercing whistle of the communication tube blew. He lifted it off its hook and put it to his ear though he knew no one would speak. Three urgent whistles sounded—Ichiro’s signal.

He left the cleaning and hurried up to the top deck. Remy was ignoring the action, still checking the balloon envelopes for bullet holes after the events of the previous night. He had started at daybreak and would have begun earlier if he had been able to see in the dark. He muttered and fussed in French as he went through the cloth an arm’s-length at a time.

Looking out across the green landscape Terry spotted the four advance guards making their way around the perimeter and nodded in approval. The approaching group, having noticed the missing soldiers, was now taking appropriate steps in case of trouble. Ichiro handed Terry the telescope and he trained it on the mounted group. Captain Qi was among them. Good.

He handed the telescope back to Ichiro and signed keep watch, then crossed to the other side of the ship. One of the Indian soldiers stood there with his gun trained on the bandits below, while a second stood a short distance away. Montgomery leaned his elbow on the railing.

“Your captain is on the way back. Must have got word of the shooting last night. You might want to make yourselves known before they open fire.”

The man nodded and shouted down to the other in one of the Indian languages that Terry vaguely recognised. The soldier below waved and headed round the ship towards the drop-off into the valley.

The bandits weren’t very bright and, as their guard moved away, they wriggled around testing the knots. The man standing beside Terry cocked his weapon noisily. That was enough to cause an immediate cessation of motion and several worried glances in their direction. Terry gave them a pleasant wave. 

* * * * *
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They were on the bridge, and Qi watched as Captain Reynolds shook Terry’s hand. “Thank you.”

Terry nodded and accepted the thanks. “I did it for the ship.”

“Well, I’m still grateful,” said the captain. He held on to Terry’s hand a little longer than would be expected, looking at the tattoos on his arm. “Fusiliers?”

Terry jerked back his hand. “Sorry, I was in the middle of cleaning the engine.”

“Captain Reynolds,” said Qi. “Have we earned your trust yet?”

The captain watched Terry disappear through the hatch into the depths of the ship. “As he said, he did it for the ship. Not for us.”

“What are you going to do with the bandits?”

“Take them back and interrogate them. See if they know anything useful.”

Qi thought about trying to persuade him to let her stay, but she couldn’t do anything useful here nor could she leave the other crewmembers in the clutches of Mrs Ruane.

“We’d better be going, then.”
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They arrived back late afternoon. The bandits did not walk with much enthusiasm, even with Sikh swords at their backs. Qi thought perhaps if the soldiers had used those swords once or twice it might have encouraged them to go faster. But Captain Reynolds felt there were certain proprieties to be followed, and those included no unnecessary violence to prisoners.

“After all,” he said when she suggested it, “we have no proof as yet that they are bandits.”

“They attacked my ship.”

Apparently this was not sufficient.

Mrs Ruane was delighted to see her and gave her a hug that lasted considerably longer than such a greeting warranted—assuming a hug was an appropriate greeting in the first instance.

After the evening meal Qi watched as Mrs Cameron, Otto, Fanning and Mrs Ruane played croquet on the lawn. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, though only Mrs Cameron was holding her own against their host. Every now and then Dingbang would appear between flowerbeds, wandering through the gardens accompanied by one of Mrs Ruane’s gardeners, studying the plants. Occasionally he would crouch down to examine one more closely. Qi had known him for most of her life and had had no idea he was interested in plants.

Qi, on the other hand, sat doing nothing and itching for action. She wanted the moving ship under her feet, the feeling of lightness the Faraday gave them; she even wanted the mountains and the ice. She did not think she had ever been this idle before in her life, even when she was a child. But she forced herself to remain in the chair, shaded by a parasol and leaning on a table, with a constant supply of water in the jug by her side.

To think every single one of Mrs Ruane’s days was like this. No wonder she fed off the life of her guests.

Captain Reynolds was announced. He emerged from the house and descended the stone steps to the lawn. He came up beside her and watched the game for several minutes, seemingly as unhurried as their host.

“Your crew are not skilled in this game,” he commented, without malice.

“No,” she said.

Mrs Ruane glanced over at them from across the lawn. She nodded to the captain and gave Qi a sly wink which the captain could not possibly have missed.

“Is there a Mr Ruane?” said Qi.

“There is such a man,” said the captain. “But he is never here, and I believe that suits his wife.”

“Yes, I am sure you are correct.”

There was a long pause as the game continued.

“I have some good news,” said the captain at length. “I have received confirmation regarding your ship, although Fanning and Mrs Cameron are not mentioned.”

“Fanning is a recent addition and, as I said, Mrs Cameron has chartered the ship.”

The captain cleared his throat. “There was, however, a note about a Mr Cameron in Delhi claiming his wife had been stolen away from him.”

Qi did not reply but watched Mrs Cameron whack her ball firmly through a hoop and knock another ball away. Otto frowned.

“The name is an interesting coincidence,” said Captain Reynolds. “Even the Christian name is the same. Beatrice.”

“That certainly is an interesting coincidence,” said Qi.

They were both silent for a moment. Beatrice Cameron laughed as Mrs Ruane’s ball ricocheted off the hoop and sent hers spinning across the grass.

“However,” said the captain, “this Beatrice Cameron is not in need of any rescue, therefore cannot be the same one.”

Qi smiled. “So if we are not enemies of the British Empire does that mean we can leave?”

“Well, I am happy for you to start work on your ship as soon as your supplies are delivered.”

“Thank you.”

A cheer went up from the lawn as Mrs Cameron whacked her ball. It slammed into another one, careened off it and struck the final pin.

The group made their way up to the tables.

“I do not understand,” Otto was saying. “I understand the mathematics and I was quite accurate in my striking of the ball but I did not succeed.”

“You don’t have the killer instinct,” said Mrs Cameron.

“Killer instinct?”

“It’s not just about hitting your ball accurately. It’s about making sure the others don’t win.”

Captain Reynolds gave Qi a short bow, and took Mrs Ruane aside. As Qi watched he spoke to her quietly as he handed her an envelope. Mrs Ruane took the envelope as if it were poison and then moved away from the group. After a moment’s indecision, she ripped it open and removed a single sheet.

As she scanned the letter her mood changed as if a cloud had passed over the sun. Stiffening, she looked up. She beckoned to the captain and said something to him, after which he immediately went into the house. Mrs Ruane glanced at her guests for a moment, and Qi hastily averted her eyes to hide the fact she had been watching. Mrs Ruane followed the captain inside.

“I wonder what that’s about,” said Beatrice in a low voice close to Qi’s ear.

“You noticed.”

“Oh yes. I’ve sat across the breakfast table from someone getting bad news in a letter,” she said. “And, if I am not much mistaken, that news was very grave indeed.”

Qi assumed Beatrice was referring to her ne’er-do-well husband but decided it was not worth mentioning that her husband was looking for her. At least not yet.

* * * * *
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It was late evening; the sun had gone down. There had been a late supper without Mrs Ruane, and the others had gone to bed. The need to feel the moving deck of the Beauty beneath her feet again kept Qi awake and restless, so she wandered the dark corridors of the quiet house.

She came down into the drawing room. Moonlight filtered through the window, dappling the walls and floor in silver and shadow. Qi found a stoppered carafe of water. The water glugged noisily into the glass and she replaced the stopper with a loud clink.

“Who’s there?” said Mrs Ruane, from one of the high-backed chairs. Her voice wavered as if she had been crying. Her usual confident tone was missing.

“Qi Zang.”

Mrs Ruane rose from her chair, which was facing away from where Qi stood. She did not turn but walked to the French window. She was in a silk dressing gown that clung and moved with her body. The moonlight gave it a silver sheen.

Qi picked up the glass. “Is there something wrong, Mrs Ruane?”

“Call me Kathleen.”

Qi traced her way through the room and stood beside her host, looking out into the night-shrouded garden.

“How important is wallpaper, Captain Qi?” Kathleen’s voice broke as if she were crying again.

Qi blinked in confusion. “I’m sorry?”

“Never mind.”

There was a further period of silence.

“You saw that I received a letter.”

“It did not contain pleasing news.”

“It did not,” agreed Mrs Ruane. “Someone I care about is being held for ransom by the bandits.”

“I see.”

“Captain, may I ask that you transport me to pay the ransom and recover my friend?”

Qi hesitated.

“I will pay for your repairs and a sum equal to the ransom if you can return my friend to me.”

Qi still hesitated, as she did not wish to put her crew in harm’s way—but even so she inquired. “How much is the ransom?”

“Five hundred pounds.”
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“Well, Monsieur Darras?”

Remy adjusted a valve on his torch and the bright flame reduced to a small blue light. He pushed up his goggles with his gauntleted hand. He was the most untidy she had ever seen him.

“Two hours to get the new piping in place, Capitaine.”

“And the balloon envelope?”

Remy nodded to where Beatrice, Fanning and Ichiro were working on the cloth, replacing an area that had been burnt away by the lightning strike. “Perhaps a similar time. Then we must attach it and test it.”

“Very good.”

Qi walked across the top deck to the railing and looked down over the side. Captain Reynolds was there with a dozen of his men. Mrs Ruane stood apart from them, dressed in travelling clothes and staring out across the valley.

“I do not think Mrs Ruane has come to see us off,” said Dingbang at her side. She had not noticed him arrive.

“No, she is coming with us.”

“Into Kerala? To the Fortress?”

“We have a side job.” Dingbang was silent so Qi continued. “It’s five hundred pounds.”

“That is a great deal of money.”

“That’s why I agreed.”

“And what must we do for this money?”

“Rescue a woman from the bandits.”

“We are traders, not fighters.”

“We fight when we must, and besides,” she said, “they will be the ones doing the fighting. We carry them to the rendezvous, show superior fire power and they get the woman back.”

“I do not think this is wise, little one.”

“Think of the money.”

“I am thinking of your father.”

Qi felt a burst of anger. “I am the captain.”

Dingbang gave her a bow just on the wrong side of politeness and headed for the hatch. She frowned at his back.

* * * * *
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The bridge was crowded. The expected crew were there, along with Beatrice, Fanning, Mrs Ruane, Captain Reynolds and one of his men to act as runner if he needed to communicate with the rest of his men in the cargo hold.

Steam pressure was up and the generators were running smoothly. Qi sounded the klaxon for the one-minute alert to engaging the Faraday. She caught herself stroking the helm and quickly looked to see if anyone had noticed. There were so many people around her, yet she had almost forgotten about them, so strong was the pleasure of being in command of the Beauty once more.

The chronometer clicked through another minute. It seemed as if the people on the bridge held their collective breath until she reached out and engaged the Faraday.

The lightness washed through her. She could feel Beauty straining to be aloft. She checked the wind gauge; there was a breeze running down the valley but that was no risk. It would only push them out across the valley, which was entirely acceptable. Using the communication pipe she gave Remy the order to complete inflating the envelopes. “Make your height 1000 feet, Monsieur Darras.”

“Aye, Capitaine,” came his tinny reply.

If they had been at an official air-dock the envelopes would have been tied down until given the command to release. But in this situation they would simply lift when the buoyancy exceeded their Faraday weight. 

The stern lifted a fraction and the Beauty slid sedately across the river bed. The bow hit a boulder, and the ship turned. The view through the bridge viewing ports angled round until they were looking up the valley.

Qi smiled to herself. Almost as if it were planned. She sent the order to engage the main propeller and felt the familiar vibration as it spun up to speed. The river bed dropped away from them at an increasing rate.

“Oh my goodness,” breathed Mrs Ruane from where she stood to the side of the window. She took a step backwards and grabbed at a pipe in the wall for balance.

Qi held back on the forward thrust to maintain their position against the breeze and allowed the ship to drift backwards until they could see where the river fell over the drop-off into the fields below.

“Course please, Herr Kröne.”

“North by northwest, Captain,” he shouted. “Along the valley.”

The captain applied half thrust and moments later felt the Beauty push ahead, reaching perhaps fifteen knots against the headwind. Qi unhooked the communication tube again and whistled to Remy.

“Oui, Capitaine?”

“How are the repairs?”

“All good, Capitaine, but I would not wish to apply excessive pressure at this time.”

“I’ll keep things easy until you’re happy.”

“Merci.”

Mrs Ruane turned from the bird’s-eye view of the valley and took the few short steps to the helm.

“You have an excellent crew, Captain.”

“I am very proud of them.”

“Can we go up on top?” the older woman asked.

“Would you go with her, Dingbang?” He nodded. She returned her gaze to Mrs Ruane. “You must stay out of the way of Monsieur Darras, and follow the orders of my first mate.”

Mrs Ruane raised an eyebrow. “His orders?”

For a moment Qi considered modifying her statement but caught the frown in Dingbang’s face. “His orders, Kathleen. This is not a cruise ship. It is not designed for safety or, indeed, any passengers.”

Mrs Ruane hesitated and then acknowledged with a nod of her head. “His orders.”

“Would you like accompany them, Captain Reynolds?” Qi asked, hoping she could get all the passengers off her bridge.

“How long to the rendezvous?”

“Two hours I believe.” She looked across to Otto.

“Two hours and twelve minutes under current conditions, Captain.”

Qi turned to Captain Reynolds, who nodded. “Then I will accompany Mrs Ruane.”

As the group left the bridge, Qi heaved a sigh of relief. She did not like strangers on her ship.
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“We will not be going in with all your guns blazing, Captain Reynolds,” said Qi.

“No indeed, Captain,” said Mrs Ruane. “I do not want Miss Chabak harmed.”

“She will not be harmed, as well you know, Mrs Ruane,” muttered Captain Reynolds.

The three of them were hunched round the table in the small mess. Mrs Cameron had put together a light luncheon of sandwiches and coffee—which Qi found strangely incongruous considering the nature of their conversation. However, the captain’s last remark piqued her interest.

“How is it we know they will not harm this woman?” she asked.

Mrs Ruane looked awkward. The captain stared at her pointedly.

“Because Dhavni Chabak is the sister of Kehar Chabak.”

“And who is Kehar Chabak?”

“The bandit leader.”

“He has kidnapped his own sister? That does not seem usual,” said Qi. “What else have you not told me?”

Captain Reynolds gave Mrs Ruane another hard stare and rose to his feet. “If you would excuse me? I must see how my men are doing. Ladies.” He pulled open the door as far as it would go and squeezed through the gap.

Qi looked expectantly at Mrs Ruane who, once more, seemed discomfited.  After staring for a short time at her own hands clasped on the table, Qi took a drink from her glass of water.

“What is it that you are not telling me?” she asked again, as an afterthought in the hope it might get a better response. “Kathleen.”

Mrs Ruane smiled humourlessly. “We had an argument.”

For a moment Qi thought she might mean with the captain, but that did not make any sense. “You and this...Dhavni?”

“We are”—Mrs Ruane searched for the words—“romantically entwined.”

Qi sighed. That explained some of Kathleen’s behaviour. She looked up to see tears in the other woman’s eyes. Qi did not carry a kerchief, nor was there anything suitable to hand. Kathleen sniffed.

“She did not like the wallpaper I had picked out for her room.”

* * * * *
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Back on the bridge, with the firm certainty of the Beauty’s helm in her grasp, Qi stared ahead at the mountains that loomed on either side of them. The valley they had been following was long gone, and they had crossed more than one ridge. If they had not had the charts they would be completely lost. The British Army’s Ordnance Survey had mapped almost every inch of the sub-continent with the help of their flying machines.

“I am completely opposed to handing over money to this bandit,” said Captain Reynolds. “It is contrary to the welfare of His Majesty’s Empire and of its citizens.”

They were not alone on the bridge but Dingbang was doing an excellent impression of a statue, staring through the window ahead, keeping an eye out for landmarks. Otto had the maps spread across the desk and was consulting his notes while pretending not to listen. The last Qi knew, Fanning and Beatrice were talking to Mrs Ruane on the upper deck.

“The welfare you are duty-bound to uphold.”

“Of course.”

“But Mrs Ruane wants her ... companion returned to her.”

“The desires of one woman do not outweigh the security of the Empire.”

“I do not think the Empire will suffer much if one bandit gets five hundred pounds for his sister.”

“It depends on what he plans to do with it.”

Qi glanced at the captain. “I have no desire to take my crew into a firefight. We are traders, not soldiers.”

“Your Mr Montgomery most certainly is.”

“Was. He is a Buddhist now, he will not fight.”

“And yet he captured the bandits who attacked your ship.”

“I did not say he was not clever,” she said. “And Ichiro helped.”

Captain Reynolds fell silent but Qi could not let it rest. “I need to know what you’re planning.”

“The ship will be under the scrutiny of the bandits so I would like you to drop down early so my men and I can disembark while you make the rendezvous.”

“All right,” she said, grateful for the opportunity to get the soldiers off her ship. “Otto, how long to the rendezvous point?”

“Twenty minutes, Captain.”

“Good,” said Reynolds. “I will notify the men.”

He strode away and headed through the door that led to the cargo bay. The door thudded shut behind him. Dingbang looked over at her and nodded. She thought she could see a slight smile creasing his face.

“Was that correct, Captain?” asked Otto with a slight uncertainty in his voice.

“That was perfect. Do you have a place where we can drop him off?”

“I found a location a few miles from the meeting point.”

Dingbang looked round. “He has horses.”

It was Otto’s turn to smile. “Yes, but there is a ridge one thousand feet high that he must cross.”

* * * * *
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Qi leaned against the side of the cargo hold entrance, her arms crossed. Captain Reynolds and his men had spent a few minutes settling their horses after the ship had landed. The animals seemed none the worse for their period in low gravity.

The men mounted up. Qi walked down the ramp and up to the captain’s horse, which jostled left and right looking as if it were keen to be on the move. Around them the mountains reared up.

“The meeting place is three miles distant,” said Qi, pointing at where the river-cut valley turned up into a higher one. “We saw a trail running alongside the river, so you should be able to make good time.”

“Keep them busy for as long as you can,” said the captain. “We should be with you in under an hour.” He urged his horse forwards. The others fell in behind, and they moved off at a walk which turned into a slow trot.

Qi gave him a wave when he looked back, then turned on her heel and marched back inside. Ichiro grabbed the winding handle and the clattering of the ratchet accompanied the closing of the hatch.

Terry was standing just inside the hold. Qi paused as she approached. “They did just as you said they would. Thank you.” He nodded and headed back towards the engine room.

Back on the bridge Qi engaged the Faraday and the Beauty floated upwards.

The instructions she had given the captain were not inaccurate; he would certainly have been suspicious if the Beauty did not fly past them and head up the valley itself. She watched as the horses grew closer and then disappeared behind.

“Make our height one thousand, Monsieur Darras,” she said into the tube.

“Oui, Capitaine.”

The ship approached the ridge that rose up like a wall in front of them. Qi noted that the trail did cross the ridge, but it looked as if it would barely allow a man let alone a horse to travel it. They would have to dismount and lead their horses.

As they drew closer she killed their forward motion and guided the Beauty in towards the mountainside. It was delicate work as random gusts buffeted the ship. The last thing they needed was to tear the envelope again. Remy had been very unhappy about this part of the plan.

There was no way for Qi to see what was happening to the side of the ship, but Dingbang was at the portside portholes while Qi fought the winds to keep the ship as close to the cliff as possible, and above the trail.

“He is ready,” announced Dingbang. Qi adjusted the thrusters to take them towards the mountain. The ship shuddered as the hull crashed into the rock. “He’s away.”

Gratefully Qi gunned the thrusters and pulled away, none too soon as a vicious down-draught cost them fifty feet of altitude in half a second. Qi took the ship directly away from the cliff face as she ordered Remy to give them two thousand feet of altitude. He swore down the line in French as the Beauty bounded skywards.

Qi brought the ship round in a full turn and saw Terry waving from the path. She estimated he had about two hundred feet to make the top of the ridge plus whatever it took to get down the other side. Unlike the captain and his men, Terry would be inconspicuous.

She reduced the engine power as they slipped over the ridge. The sun shone on them until she gave instructions for the descent and they dropped into shadow.

“The meeting place is here, Captain,” said Otto.

She looked forward. The ridge fell away less precipitously on this side. There was a lake; a few scrawny trees lived on its banks along with a scattering of stubby bushes.

“There,” said Dingbang. There was a line of smoke from a fire that looked to be at the far end of the lake. Near to the smoke were several horses.
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Qi brought the Beauty low across the lake, following the shoreline, but carefully steered away from the trees and bushes from which the smoke emerged. The horses were, in fact, sturdy, long-haired ponies, saddled and ready to go.

She wasted time heading along the river and then back in a wide arc, finally setting down a good half mile from the fire. Once again she did not want to risk a bullet hole in the envelope. They could probably manage to fly with just a hole or two, since the ship could easily heat more air to fill the balloons, but they couldn’t afford to suffer too many hits.

Better to keep the ship out of harm’s way.

“Do you have the money?” Qi asked Mrs Ruane as they buckled on their coats. Qi felt awkward putting on her father’s tatty old over-sized coat while her passenger donned her expensive and elegant attire. It was not a feeling that Qi experienced when with just her crew.

Mrs Ruane pulled a fat envelope from her large reticule—which by itself was probably worth ten pounds—and then replaced it.

Qi held out her hand for the envelope. “You should stay here.”

“No, I am coming,” said Mrs Ruane as she snapped the clasp on her bag.

“It won’t be safe.”

Mrs Ruane looked at Otto, Dingbang and Ichiro who were also getting ready. Only Ichiro was not armed, but he looked as if he could stop a charging bear. Fanning had complained about being left behind until Qi had pointed out that she needed someone who was willing to use force to protect Beatrice. At that Terry had raised an eyebrow but made no comment.

“I’ll be safe,” said Mrs Ruane.

“If it goes wrong, there will be shooting.”

“Why would there be shooting? He has not kidnapped her, she went willingly.”

“And now there is a ransom demand.”

“It’s her brother.”

“Who is a bandit.”

“Blood is thicker than water, Captain.”

Qi pursed her lips but made no further argument. There was clearly something odd about this arrangement. If this Dhavni Chabak was willing to come home, why had she not simply done so? If she was going along with the ransom plan, did she really want to return to Kathleen? Qi shook her head. She was not planning on getting shot, and if that meant getting in her retribution first, so be it.

Mrs Ruane shivered as a cold wind cut through her coat when she stepped onto the valley floor. For Qi it was nothing compared to the temperatures they tolerated when cutting ice, so she barely noticed.

The party set off across the stony landscape with the lake on their right. 

Qi and Mrs Ruane took the lead with the other three a short distance behind. Terry had suggested it would be best if they were to spread out. It would give them better firing lines and make it harder for someone to pick them off. Taking so many was also part of Qi’s plan since more targets meant less concentrated fire on each.

Her breath steamed a little but was torn away by the cold wind flowing down from the mountains around them and along the valley floor.

They had covered more than half of the distance. Qi checked her watch. She estimated Captain Reynolds would take at least three hours to breach the ridge. There was no question that he would pursue his mission.

He was going to be very angry, so being finished before he arrived would be best.

There was no sign of anyone. She checked her gun and glanced back at the others. She did not know whether Otto was a good shot but he had handled the weapon well enough when he took it. He wasn’t scared of it. She knew Dingbang could shoot, but it was not as if they had much practice when all they did was cut and haul ice.

They were a dozen yards from the first bush when a bullet ricocheted from the rocks in front of them. Seconds later the sound of its firing echoed round the rocks. They froze.

Though the temptation was strong Qi resisted her desire to try to find the sniper in the rocks. Terry had been right again. She kept her eyes on the undergrowth in front of them.

There was movement and two figures emerged: a man and a woman. Qi and her party had counted five horses when they descended so there were at least two more men in the bushes, possibly more.

Both were dressed in salwar kameez, though hers was both of better quality and in worse condition.

“Dhavni,” said Mrs Ruane and started to move forward. Qi grabbed her arm. Dhavni did not move but her eyes were fixed on Mrs Ruane.

“Sat Shri Akal,” said the man, and nodded his head.

“You are Kehar Chabak?” said Qi.

“At your service.” He gave an expansive and mocking bow. “And you are being?”

“Captain Qi Zang of the Frozen Beauty,” she said. “And Mrs Ruane’s escort.”

“I greet you, Captain Qi Zang.” He smiled. “You have my gift?”

Mrs Ruane shifted the bag in her hands. “Five hundred pounds sterling.”

“A princely gift. You are doing me great honour.”

“You are a coward and a criminal,” shouted Mrs Ruane. Qi did not try to hush her; they needed to give Terry as much time as possible. “Dhavni, come to me.”

The woman, perhaps five years younger than her brother, did not move. Her expression was pained.

“Dhavni, why do you not come to me?”

Kehal took a step forwards. “Because she is knowing her place as woman. She is thinking what I am telling her to think. She is doing what I tell her to do!”

From the angry expression on the young woman’s face, now that her brother was in front of her instead of beside her, Qi deduced she did not agree with him. So, though she had run to him, she was not happy. Qi’s concern about how this would play out increased. She was glad they had prepared.

“How shall we proceed?” asked Qi, attempting to defuse the immediate situation.

“What are you meaning proceed?” he said.

“With the exchange.”

His laugh dripped condescension. “Exchange? There is no exchange. You are giving me money now.”
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Mrs Ruane made a sound that was somewhere between a growl and a sob. Qi glanced at her to ensure she was not about to do something they all might regret, but she stood firm.

A glance over her shoulder told her that the others remained where they were. Otto looked worried. It occurred to her that Ichiro had no idea what was happening. He wouldn’t hear any gunshots, she cursed herself for a moment for being so stupid. Still, he was paying attention.

Her attention was caught by Kehar saying something to his sister. She refused whatever it was he had told her to do and he slapped her across the face.

Mrs Ruane took a step forward.

Barely had Qi had time to draw a breath than another bullet ricocheted in front of Mrs Ruane, followed by the report echoing through the rocks. Mrs Ruane froze. Qi sighed. Terry had not intercepted the sniper. This was not good.

“What are you going to do with her?” demanded Mrs Ruane.

Kehar ignored her and grabbed Dhavni by the wrist, twisting it. He gave his sister the same order as before, and pointed at Mrs Ruane. Qi guessed he was threatening to have her shot if Dhavni did not do as she was told.

The woman said something in a tone that was oddly both angry and acquiescent. She shook her wrist free of his grip and walked across to Mrs Ruane.

The two of them stood facing one another. Mrs Ruane towered over her, her red hair and pale skin contrasting with Dhavni’s dark features and black hair. Neither of them said anything.

Mrs Ruane opened her bag and pulled out the envelope. As she passed it to Dhavni their fingers touched. For a moment they remained motionless as if life passed between them through this lightest of touches. Then Dhavni took the envelope and turned away. She walked back to her brother clutching the packet to her chest, one hand over the other.

Two rifle shots in quick succession echoed around the cliffs. But no bullets struck home. Terry’s signal. It was a shame he had sworn off violence, as he was now in the perfect position to turn this to their advantage.

If wishes were horses, Qi thought to herself as she pulled out her gun and fired into the bushes. There was a cry of pain and the sound of a gun clattering to the ground. Kehar stared at Qi in horror for a moment then drew his gun and pointed it at his sister’s stomach.

“No!” cried Mrs Ruane.

“Be staying back!” he shouted.

There was the crack of another pistol. Qi threw herself at Mrs Ruane and dragged her to the ground. They had no cover. She saw a shape lumbering past them and realised the gunshot had not been aimed at her. Ichiro did not realise he was being shot at, which gave him the appearance of insane bravery.

Qi jumped back to her feet. “Otto, Remy, get Mrs Ruane back to the Beauty, and the ship ready to lift.”

“Oui, Capitaine.”

Without waiting to see them comply Qi ran towards the bushes just as Ichiro disappeared into them. There was another gunshot. Qi pushed through the branches and almost tripped over the prone body of the man she had shot, which surprised her as much as it had probably surprised him.

Her cheek blazed with pain as another shot went off. She saw Ichiro pick up a third man and pull him into a bear hug. She didn’t wait to see the result but ran past them and leapt the small smoky fire with a pan of vegetables nestled in the embers.

She emerged from the copse just in time to see two horses kicking into a fast canter. Kehal urged on his horse and held tight to the reins of the other on which Dhavni was perched, clinging to the saddle.

Qi hesitated. She was not a good rider and, if she gave chase, she would be alone. She could not fire on them because she might hit the woman. She sighed, and released the energy and tension that had built up in her. No.

Quickly she headed back into the trees. Ichiro had dropped his opponent, who was now lying on the ground moaning. Qi smiled at Ichiro and patted him on the arm. She pointed at the man and gestured for Ichiro to pick him up and take him to the ship. Ichiro bent down, lifted him as if he weighed nothing and flung him across his shoulder.

Qi went back out and untied two of the horses. She mounted one and headed along the lake shore towards the ridge. She saw Terry stand and wave, whereupon she cantered across to him and he mounted the spare.

Together they headed back to the ship, collecting the last horse on the way. They would be able to sell the beasts, if nothing else.

* * * * *
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They got the horses tied up and tightly hobbled on board to ensure they could not react badly when reduced gravity was engaged. Remy had Otto and Fanning on stoking. The steam pressure was up and the envelopes hot, so only the full weight of the Beauty held it on the ground.

Qi ignored the questioning looks of Fanning and Mrs Cameron. She strode up to the bridge, gave a couple of blasts on the klaxon, paused for a moment, then engaged the Faraday.

The Frozen Beauty leapt into the air.
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Kehar Chabak suppressed the desire to flee as fast as possible. He could not risk the horses on such uneven and rocky terrain. He kept his body flat along his horse’s neck and maintained a firm grasp of the reins of the other.

With luck they would not shoot for fear of hitting his rebellious sister. What had gone wrong? All his men dead or captured. He shook himself. It didn’t matter because he had enough money to buy an army. And he still had his sister to marry off to Opinder Jandoo, though time was short.

There were no more shots fired. The path bent round a prominence made from an ancient avalanche of rocks. Within moments they were out of sight. The track followed the cliffs to the left and dropped away into the river valley on the right.

He kept the horses at a canter but relaxed the pace a little. But he could not afford to be lazy; Jandoo was waiting for his bride.

“I hate you, Kehar.”

“Shut up or I will beat you.”

“You will not escape the British.”

“That is no concern.” He turned in the saddle and looked at his pathetic excuse for a sister. She was dirty but was otherwise pleasant enough to look at. Jandoo would be pleased with her, and especially with the dowry Kehar offered.

Kehar turned back to watch the trail. He grinned to himself. Jandoo had agreed to take his sister as bride for just fifty of the British sterling. Only a tenth of Kehar’s new wealth.

Connection through marriage to Jandoo would give Kehar the respect he deserved, and the remaining money would make him a place in the world. It had been a gift from the gods when Dhavni had come crying to him about her disagreement with the other woman.

At first she had gone along with his plan to blackmail the woman into giving him some money because she wanted to teach the shameful Westerner a lesson.

Now he had seen the female viper with his own eyes. Tall and ugly, even if she did have pale skin. And the colour of her hair was like the mud that bubbled up at the hot springs. He almost shuddered as he recalled her.

The weather was dry and overcast and the wind a little chill but they were making good progress. He did not want to tire the horses, so he let them relax back into a trot and looped the reins of the other horse over his saddle’s pommel so he did not have to hold on.

They descended into the next valley where the terrain became greener. The trees managed to retain their leaves, and the wind was less cold. The sound of the tumbling river grew in their ears.

Kehar was not bored with the journey as it afforded him time to imagine what he would do with the money. A cold knife sliced through his heart as he realised he had not taken the opportunity to check that it was all there. He stopped and dismounted. His hands almost shook as he took down the bag and fiddled with the metal buckles.

“Having difficulty, little brother?” she said. “Want your big sister to open that bag for you? What are you going to do if they cheated you the way you cheated them?”

He glared at her. “The first thing I will do if they have cheated me is to kill you.” He was satisfied with the look of fear that flashed across her face. She sat back in the saddle and was silent.

He got the bag open and rifled through the large printed sheets. He couldn’t read, but there were many, many sheets and the British king frowned at him from every one.

“You see?” said Dhavni. “She cares for me, and she wants me back.”

“Do not speak of shameful things. Or I will shut your mouth for you.”

* * * * *
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The Frozen Beauty hung at a height of five thousand feet above the valley floor. Qi stood on the upper deck. The cold wind cut through her outer coat and leather jerkin, finding its way inside to bare skin and freezing it.

She did not care. The heat of her anger was proof against the cold. That rat of a brother had never intended to give up his sister. Of course Kathleen had been a fool to even consider paying such an enormous sum to such a criminal.

Dingbang had tried to persuade her to leave but Qi was personally offended by this Kehar Chabak. She was going to take him back to Captain Reynolds as a peace offering—it might assuage his hurt at being left behind and prevent him from issuing a warrant for her and her crew’s arrest.

She looked down through the binoculars. The two were on the move again; they had stopped for something, though she had not been able to see what it was. The Beauty was in no danger of losing them since Kehar was simply following the trail that led along the valley.

“I brought you a drink, Captain,” said Fanning.

Qi let the binoculars hang loose on their strap around her neck and took the steaming tin mug. She smelled coffee, and felt it revive her as it slipped down her throat.

The Beauty surged slightly as Dingbang engaged the thrusters to push them ahead against the wind.

“Is that a village up ahead?” said Fanning. A slight haze of smoke hung over a patch of ground in the distance.

“More than a village,” said Qi, studying it through the binoculars. “A small town.”
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Kehar and Dhavni trotted over the last ridge and headed down into the town. Many of the buildings were stone, and there was a mosque with a minaret. It had a market most days. But this had one feature that set it apart from other towns of a similar size. There were no British.

Perhaps the fact the place could not easily be reached from the coast side of the mountains, and one had to seek it out if coming from the other side, had caused it to be missed. Whatever the reason, it was a sample of what life could be like without the British controlling every action.

Kehar headed for a money-changer he knew on the banking street and converted one of the notes into something he could use. He did not trust anyone enough to leave the money anywhere. He would carry it where he could feel it next to his skin.

Next he spent some of it on better quality clothes for both himself and Dhavni. Not too ostentatious since he did not want to attract attention. He hired a couple of men to carry their baggage, and a girl not only to attend his sister but also to keep an eye on her.

He made it clear to the girl that Dhavni was a reluctant bride and that if she disappeared the girl would pay with her life. Just to be sure, he hobbled Dhavni as if she were a horse.

Kehar smiled to himself. The ability to take what he wanted invigorated him. He even felt magnanimous towards his sister and allowed her some time to clean herself up—under the watchful eye of the maid.

Jandoo’s astrologer had declared that the best time for their wedding was at sunset. That suited Jandoo, who never rose before the midday meal, and it had meant Kehar was able to get Dhavni ready in time.

* * * * *
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The town was in shadow as the evening drew in. The sun had passed down behind the mountains. Kehar rubbed his hands together, trying to wipe the sweat from them.

“The hands of a liar are never dry,” said Dhavni.

“Perhaps Jandoo will cut your tongue from your mouth.”

“I will not wed Jandoo.”

“You have no choice, sister,” he said. “As our parents are no longer here it is my responsibility to see you are disposed of appropriately. And I can think of nothing more fitting.”

“The gods will strike you down for the evil you do.”

“The gods do not care.”

On the other side of the room the two guards were playing cards. The maid sat by Dhavni.

The call to prayer echoed across the town.

“Let us go.”

Dhavni climbed to her feet without enthusiasm. The maid prodded her to make her go faster.

“Gag her,” said Kehar.

“Don’t you dare!”

Kehar pulled out his gun.

“You would not dare harm me. What value would I be then?”

Kehar pointed the gun at the maid who squealed in terror. “You always had a soft heart, Dhavni. If you do not accept a gag I will shoot her.” Then he added as an afterthought, “I can always buy another maid. How many would we need to go through?”

Dhavni allowed the girl to tie a strip of cloth around her mouth.

“You see?” said Kehar. “Why must you argue every time? You never win.”

* * * * *
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The Beauty had settled in a small valley a mile from the town. And, after careful consideration of the options, Qi set off with Fanning, Otto and Mrs Ruane, leaving the rest on board. She had not wanted to take Kathleen but the woman had insisted.

Qi had hoped they might be relatively inconspicuous, but Mrs Ruane proved incapable of it.

They had reached the outskirts of the town and waited in a stable while Fanning, with the judicious application of money to specific palms, had determined that one Opinder Jandoo was to wed Dhavni Chabak, who was reputed to have a handsome dowry, this very evening.

“I’ll tear his heart from his chest,” growled Mrs Ruane. “Using my money to sell his sister. She’d sooner kill herself than let a man touch her.”

“She wouldn’t be the first,” said Fanning. “Seems his wives often die by their own hand. Except when they die by his.”

Qi frowned at Fanning. Providing more fuel for Mrs Ruane’s anger was unhelpful. She changed the subject. “Did you find out anything about this Opinder Jandoo?”

“Local bigwig hoodlum,” said Fanning. Their confused faces prompted further explanation. “Criminal boss. Owns the town. Likes to make out he’s sophisticated or something.”

“So how do we get into this wedding?”

“Oh, easy, it’s always a public show. Likes to keep his people happy.”

“The only problem,” said Qi. “Is that the brother knows what we look like.”

“Oh, I got that covered,” said Fanning. Qi did not like the grin on her face.

* * * * *
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Mrs Ruane had not offered more than a token protest when Fanning told her to dye her hair and darken her face. They dressed her in a men’s salwar kameez and, with a dagger in her belt, she looked reasonably male apart from her bust. She and Qi went into one of the animal stalls and suppressed her proportions with some turns of cloth. She would not pass a detailed examination, but that shouldn’t be required.

With a change of clothes Fanning passed for a servant, which meant no one would look at her, while Otto was outfitted in a slightly ill-fitting salwar kameez and had his skin darkened as well. He kept pulling at the cloth trying to get comfortable.

“Would it not have been better to choose Herr Montgomery or Darras, captain? This Kehal has seen me.”

Qi considered telling the truth—he was the most expendable—but that would have been cruel. “On balance you were the best choice. Ichiro cannot hear, Darras cannot shoot well and Montgomery cannot fight.”

Mrs Ruane helped Qi into a sari. It felt very odd; she could not remember the last time she had worn women’s clothing. Still her skin tone was good and as long as she kept her face down people probably would not notice her Chinese features. She managed to conceal a knife and gun under the extensive folds.

She sent Fanning out to acquire a cart and driver.

And within half an hour they arrived outside the opulent and extensive home of Opinder Jandoo where perhaps a hundred people waiting to enter.

	[image: image]	 	[image: image]

[image: image]
xix   

[image: image]



There were armed guards at the door but their examination of those entering was cursory at best. It was difficult to maintain close attention for long periods of time. They seemed mostly concerned with keeping out the beggars, who were directed around to the side where they were being fed.

Qi and her party got through the gates and followed the crowd into the central courtyard. There were more guards, their guns conspicuous at their sides, located at the entrance. Once she was inside, Qi saw still more guards up on the balcony.

Opinder Jandoo must do very well for himself, thought Qi as she looked around. The courtyard was flagged in a black stone she did not recognise.  Plants and trees in pots had been situated to break up the open space and allow for groups to form.

There were no obvious routes up to the balcony, which was stone with painted wooden railings. A few clouds dotted the blue of the sky.

A waiter came around with a tray of fruit drinks. Qi took the one that looked like orange juice. She tasted it and felt the tang of lime following the initial hit of orange. She checked her gun and knife.

The air was filled with the sound of people laughing and talking while musicians played in the background. This did not seem like a normal wedding as far as she understood Indian weddings. The ceremony took hours and nothing appeared to be happening.

“Where is Dhavni?” Mrs Ruane was trying to keep the pitch of her voice low to make it sound male. Qi did not think it was very effective, but in the general hubbub no one noticed. Qi looked around. She would have thought that Mrs Ruane would be able to see more clearly since she was taller, but perhaps she was distracted.

“They should be in the main building,” said Qi. “They won’t have the wedding out here.”

The disguised party moved through the throng, squeezing between groups in deep discussion, others laughing uproariously, and the occasional doe-eyed youngsters eyeing each other across an empty space.

On the far side of the courtyard from the main entrance was a pair of double-doors with a pair of more efficient-looking guards. They had guns and swords, and beneath their turbans their eyes watched everyone who came near.

Qi turned her back on them and the others drew round her. Qi pulled out her watch and glanced at the time. It would be sundown very soon. Looking up she saw the sky darkening; the sun had left the mountain tops in the east. She noticed several servants lighting lamps around the courtyard, and whispered in Fanning’s ear. With a smile Fanning headed off.

“Head towards the bigger guard,” Qi said to Mrs Ruane. “I’ll follow behind like a dutiful wife. When you get close I’ll do the rest.”

“What is it I should do?” asked Otto in a low voice.

“Walk beside Mrs Ruane. Be ready to go inside.”

A man walked past and looked at Qi. She remembered just before it became awkward that she shouldn’t look him in the face.

“When will I know the correct time?”

“You’ll know,” snapped Qi. She saw Fanning intercepting one of the lamplighters.

“Go, Kathleen. Now.”

Mrs Ruane’s long strides carried her towards the guard so quickly that both Otto and Qi had to half-run to keep up with her. Even so, Qi was careful to remain a few steps behind.

There was a shout from behind them, a shout of anger turned to fear. And every person in the courtyard seemed to hold their breath and look. The guard, too, was looking past them.

Then there were more shouts, warnings of danger. Mrs Ruane came to a stop beside the guard, who did not notice as Qi closed in on him, rummaging beneath her clothing for the knife.

“Namaste,” she said. He looked down at her in confusion. She placed the steel of the blade between his legs. “Do you speak English? Just nod if you do.”

He opened his mouth to speak and she jammed the knife a little harder into his groin. This seemed to activate his memory and he just nodded. Qi relieved him of his gun and sword, dropping them to the floor behind a potted plant.

“Very good. We are not here to hurt anyone, just to collect something that belongs to us. Do you understand?”

He nodded. His attention was fixed on Qi and the blade.

Otto had pulled out his gun and moved to the door.

“You will escort us inside. My friends have guns, as do I. If you raise the alarm I will shoot you.”

He nodded. The noise from the people in the courtyard was increasing in volume: shouts of terror, screams, running sandals slapping on the stones.

“Very good,” she said. “You go first.”

With everything under control Qi glanced round. A blaze engulfed the eastern wall, consuming the stalls, tables and food that had been laid out. The light fabrics across the windows on the ground and upper floors were erupting into flame and floating off, setting fire to anything flammable they touched.

Fanning came trotting up.

“I said a small fire,” said Qi.

“You can’t have too much of a good thing,” said Fanning. “Besides, I didn’t expect the place to go up like Fourth of July rockets.” She wandered up to the door where Otto had his gun trained on the guard. “Shall we enter, Captain?”

At that moment the door was thrown back from the inside and a crowd of people fled the building. The guard went for Otto’s gun by grabbing at his arm. Qi kicked the back of his knee, forcing him down and off-balance, then threw her weight against his shoulder and slammed his head into the wall.

He slumped to the ground.

“Come on,” she said as the others stared at her.

The initial rush of wedding guests had petered out and they pushed past the stragglers into a large well-appointed room. The floor was of herringbone wood up from which jutted carved wooden pillars. The walls were brightly painted with depictions of—Qi blushed and put her attention on the group that remained.

She recognised Kehal and Dhavni, and she assumed the large older man to be Opinder Jandoo. He was arguing with another man who was standing behind a large table with a thick sheaf of papers.

There were three guards, each armed with a gun and a sword.

“Kathleen!” Dhavni’s voice echoed round the room and Jandoo’s remonstrations ceased as he saw the newcomers.

Qi stepped forward and pulled the sari back from her head. She held the sword loosely in her left hand and the gun in her right.

“Who are you?” said Jandoo in good English.

“I have no argument with you, Opinder Jandoo,” said Qi. “I am Captain Qi Zang. I come only to take back those things that are not Kehal Chabak’s to give.”

The guards moved in a few steps.

“And what are those things, woman?” He sounded amused, which gave Qi the sinking feeling that they might have to fight.

“Dhavni Chabak and the money Kehal acquired by deceit.”

Behind him the man finished gathering up the papers and backed away from the group.

Jandoo shrugged. “The girl is betrothed to me, the money is my dowry.”

“Not all of it,” said Kehal like a child. Jandoo looked at him and made a movement with his hand. A single shot shattered the air. Kehal looked surprised. He wavered for a moment and then sank to his knees. He would have fallen to the floor but his sister knelt beside him, holding him by the shoulders.

Qi glanced at her associates. Otto might have gone pale beneath the blacking, and his hand was at his mouth. Mrs Ruane had not moved and the gun was firm in her hand. Fanning was—nowhere to be seen.

Kehal slipped to the floor, dragging Dhavni down with him.

“He is no loss,” said Jandoo. “And now I shall have all the money as dowry.”

The smell of smoke drifted in. Jandoo frowned and looked past the intruders. “What have you done?”

“The money, Jandoo, or we will all burn,” said Qi.

The man laughed and grabbed Dhavni by her upper arm, yanking her to her feet. “There are other ways out, woman.” He glanced around and picked out the man with the book. “Bring the Sri Guru Granth Sahib, we will do this outside.”

“You have the money, just leave the girl,” shouted Mrs Ruane taking several steps forward.

Jandoo paused. “So that’s what this is about? Another suitor?” Then he stopped and beneath the fading light through the sky lights he peered at her.

“Another woman?” He roared with laughter. Dhavni squirmed in his grip, grabbed the ceremonial knife from his waistband and pushed it hard into his stomach.

“Up here!” Fanning’s voice echoed through the room over the increasing snapping and roaring of burning wood. Qi looked up and saw Fanning on a balcony. The guard they had caught looked at her. She nodded. “Get out of here, and take your friends.”

He took off fast for a big man, towards a door in the back. Jandoo reached out to him with hands anointed in his own blood, and said something Qi could not make out. The guard spat at him and ran on.

Jandoo fell to his knees, the front of his ceremonial clothes soaked with glistening red.

The heat from the flames now licking the inside of the hall pressed against Qi’s back.

“Come on!” shouted Fanning. “The stairs.” She pointed to the side of the hall where steps led upwards. Qi looked back and saw Mrs Ruane with Dhavni, hugging her.

“Captain, look,” said Otto. He was pointing up. She followed his line and saw a shadow drifting across the skylight. Beauty.

“Go help Fanning and the ship. We’ll be following.”

As Otto ran off, Qi strode over to the embracing couple. They were oblivious to her. She glanced down at Jandoo. He wasn’t dead yet but was deflating like a punctured balloon.

She turned back to Kathleen and Dhavni, and cleared her throat. “You can do that on the ship. Time to go.” She picked up the bag with the money and headed for the stairs.
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“I should arrest you, Captain Zang.”

“To what end, Captain Reynolds?”

“My personal satisfaction in repairing my damaged pride.”

“I would have thought being instrumental in taking down a major criminal would satisfy that desire quite thoroughly.”

Reynolds sighed. “It does.”

The Frozen Beauty had squeezed onto the back lawn of the Ruane estate on the morning of the following day, crushing the croquet hoops. They had been instantly surrounded by Captain Reynolds and his troops, who had returned as soon as the deception had been revealed and his scouts had found the dead bandits.

Captain Reynolds watched as Mrs Ruane and her paramour disappeared into the building. He shook his head. None of the other crew had disembarked but Qi had related the sequence of events.

He thrust out his hand which Qi shook. “I hope you have clear skies, Captain Zang.”

Qi gave him a bow of respect then turned and climbed the ladder to the top deck. She gave him a short wave and disappeared from sight.

Captain Reynolds took a few steps back as the klaxon in the ship sounded three times. Butterfly wings stroked across his skin as the Faraday engaged.

The Frozen Beauty seemed to take a breath, then fell into the sky.

.


~ end ~

.

.

Read the next exciting story in the series:

FROZEN BEAUTY: DR MORBURY’S CARGO

.

Get it from your favourite website: http://bit.ly/frozen-beauty-03
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