
        
            
                
            
        

    Harry Takes Off
(Iron Pegasus #1)
Steve Turnbull



Harry Takes Off
By Steve Turnbull
Copyright © 2015 Steve Turnbull. All rights reserved.
 
ISBN 978-1-910342-18-3
This novella is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
No part of this book shall be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information retrieval system without permission of the publisher.
Published by Tau Press Ltd.
 
Cover art by Steven Novak (novakillustration.com)
Original "Harry & the Pegasus" art by Darrel Bevan. 
Edited by Karen Conlin (grammargeddon.com)
Ebook Layout by Dave Higgins (Davetopia)



To the late Capt W.E. Johns for creating the "Biggles" and "Worrals" characters.



i
Harriet and Khuwelsa had crossed the Usambara Mountains, heading south, only half an hour before. The massive bulk of Kilima-Njaro slowly dropped behind to the northeast, though in this part of Africa the Old Man was never out of sight. At night, with the moonlight shining on the snowy cap of the old volcano, one could believe spirits walked its slopes.
The sun glared down as usual. It was coming on to midday, a couple of hours since the Pegasus had lifted from the private air-dock outside her father’s home. It was as hot as hell in the single cabin with the sun beating through the glass and the steam furnace going full blast. Harry reached up and unlatched the five catches holding the canopy closed, and the blast of air ripped it open. Squinting against the bright sunlight, she pulled her goggles down over her eyes to protect them from the wind.
“If you keep doing that, one day it’ll rip right off.” A young woman’s voice carried from the rear over the noise of the thumping pistons, the roar of the furnace and the whistling of the air.
Harry glanced back and grinned at her engineer. Khuwelsa was leaning on her shovel taking a rest, in her usual state of undress, and swaying in time to the regular beats of the Pegasus’s wings. Her heavy European dress and jacket had been stowed safely in the locker to keep them clean. She wore the minimum to maintain decency—loose cotton top and bloomers billowing in the wind—contrasted by her heavy boots, thick apron, gauntlets and goggles. Harry would have stripped down too, but she wouldn’t have time to dress when they landed and there’d be hell to pay if she was seen like that.
They were the same age as far as they knew; Khuwelsa had been rescued from a slave caravan in Mombasa when Harry was six. Harry’s father had taken in the black girl as a companion for his otherwise friendless daughter. And later, when no one had come to claim her, he had taken the radical step of making her his daughter.
“If you could come up with a ventilation system, I wouldn’t have to open it,” she called back.
Harry felt the wind turning the plane eastward. She adjusted the attitude of the wings and opened the lift power valve for two wing strokes. The Pegasus surged twice and brought them back on course.
Daddy had given in and bought her the Pegasus two years before. If he thought it was just a mere childish fancy—that it would be too difficult to fly and she’d lose interest before she got into the air—he was disappointed. In fact Harry supposed he’d chosen an ornithopter simply because they were notoriously hard to manage. But she’d confounded him; she loved to fly, and this mechanical bird was everything she’d dreamed of.
Ahead, the bright strip of the river sliced its way through the landscape. At the end of its line to the west she saw the slightly darker patch of the town amid the greens and browns of the savannah. The ‘thopter was high enough that it didn’t disturb the great herds of wildebeest, gazelles, giraffes and elephants that wandered the plains.
From up here she couldn’t see the predators, but she knew they were there. Mrs Hemingway was always warning them about the dangers of the big cats, the snakes and the scorpions. The tutor seemed unaware a bull elephant was far more dangerous than a lion or even a pack of hyenas. There was little that could stop a charging elephant.
Harry peered forward and frowned. The air above the town looked curiously smoky.
She turned back to the cabin, stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled three times sharply. There was so much noise that she and Khuwelsa had come up with a system of whistles and signs rather than shouting all the time.
Three abrupt notes from Harry meant their destination was in sight and they were on their approach. To Khuwelsa it also meant she could stop stoking and see about getting her proper clothes back on. Of course, being a black girl she wouldn’t rate a second glance from most whites anyway.
Harry took a hand from the helm wheel and tucked her hair back under her heavy cotton headscarf. It didn’t matter how tight she made it; strands of thick red hair would always escape and flick her in the eyes—or would have, if not for the goggles. She had considered cutting it off but Khuwelsa had made such a fuss, she dropped the idea.
She stared down at the approaching town, frowning. There was a lot of dust getting kicked up along the main road and many columns of smoke from fires. Didn’t they know how dangerous that was? Then she thought better of it. The Germans were always properly organised; they didn’t want a fire raging across the savannah either.
A shadow passed across the sun. Shielding her eyes, she looked up. A huge black form like a squat sausage hung there: a Zeppelin.
German army must be on the move, she thought. I hope Johannes has got time to chat.
A buzzing like a big and angry hornet, loud enough to be heard over the huffing and panting of the Pegasus, filled the air. An airplane shot across her bow from port to starboard at almost twice her speed and then swung round in a wide arc. The black design of the Iron Cross on its fuselage was plainly visible as it flew past in the other direction.
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The German airplane came alongside on the right and matched airspeed. Harry glanced across at the pilot. He pointed at the encampment and then down.
She frowned in irritation. An unladylike word that challenged the pilot’s parentage fell from her lips. Then she smiled sweetly and gave him a thumbs-up to show she had understood.
The German accelerated effortlessly ahead of her. His vessel had a pusher propeller like the Pegasus but it was a fixed-wing design, fast but not manoeuvrable. The wide body looked like it housed a big power plant. Smoke poured from its funnel. He probably had a crew of three or four. The starboard wing dipped and the plane banked towards one end of the temporary military camp, furthest from the town.
Harry cursed again. There was no way she was going to land on some makeshift air-dock in the middle of the German army.
He may have a powerful machine, but he didn’t have the Pegasus.
She reached back, grabbed the top of the canopy and pulled it down. It latched into place. She gave five quick whistles—hang on tight—and opened the throttle, hoping they still had plenty of steam pressure. The Pegasus leapt ahead. She pushed the controls forward hard, and the articulated wings folded back to reduce wind resistance but remained open enough to maintain control. Pegasus went into a fast dive. They picked up speed and Harry banked smoothly, heading straight for the town.
She was below the German and so, with a bit of luck, the pilot wouldn’t notice she was missing until it was too late to catch her.
“Can you see him?” shouted Harry, glancing back to where Khuwelsa was wriggling into her dress. Neither of them had a figure that needed a corset and wearing one in the middle of the day was something only a crazy woman would do.
“I am tied up at the moment.”
Harry took a moment to glance out the starboard side and up. The German airplane was nowhere in sight, which was not good news. She hoped he was not trigger-happy. Not only was the Pegasus unarmed, but her hull, wings and mechanics were as light as possible because a ’thopter could not afford any unnecessary weight.
A white magnesium trail shot past the starboard wing. She’d never seen a tracer bullet before but she knew what one should look like. Damn and blast it. The town was still at least five minutes away. Plenty of time for the pilot to decide that her behaviour was contrary to the good of the German Empire and knock her out of the sky.
Why not just accept the inevitable? It was not as if she was on some life or death mission. What difference would it make? The German dispute was with the local rebels, not the British, at least not yet. It really wasn’t important enough to get killed over.
But somehow all the sane and sensible reasoning in the world was not enough to make her kow-tow to the arrogance of the Kaiser’s war machine.
Five quick blasts. Again.
“Harry!”
Harry reached forward and for one fraction of a second her hand hesitated over the Faraday switch. That was the one thing never switched off when in flight, the one that prevented the gravity of the earth’s mass from exerting most of its influence. The Faraday device was the one and only thing that allowed the Pegasus to fly.
She disengaged it.
The Pegasus fell.
Khuwelsa squealed.
Harry wrestled with the controls, trying to keep her bird flying straight. The Pegasus accelerated towards the ground, her wings still pulled in tight. They began to roll and Harry adjusted the control flights, but the response was sluggish. She managed to stabilise them.
“Are you crazy?” shouted Khuwelsa.
Harry craned her neck and could make out the German airplane a long way up and behind them, though, as she watched, its nose dipped in a dive after her.
“Harry! The ground!”
She snapped her attention forwards. The savannah was uncomfortably close. A small herd of giraffes had taken fright at the roaring bird dropping out of the sky like some enormous avian predator. She slapped the Faraday switch; the power flowed through the grid and lightness returned. She threw open the wings and the air screamed between the vanes, threatening to tear them from their sockets.
The Pegasus swooped low across the grassland. Animals froze in terror as the metal bird flashed over their heads.
The town was coming up fast. Harry fought to bring the nose up and arch the wings to slow them down. She gave two strong down-strokes that lifted them over tall and wide storage buildings on the outskirts.
“Steam’s out, Harry,” shouted Khuwelsa. They didn’t have a code for that. It wasn’t supposed to happen.
She wouldn’t be able to make it to the military compound. The town square was the only space within dropping distance. The sound from the drive engine faded; Khuwelsa must have disengaged it. That would save what little steam remained for the wings. One quick beat had them hopping another building and careening over the square. The open space in the centre of the town should have been empty, but instead it was packed with German military vehicles, horse-drawn carriages and steam-trucks.
She spotted a space which only contained a couple of market stalls near the statue of Bismarck.
With the remaining steam she back-winged to kill their speed and prayed the stallholders would move. She tried for another back-wing but the steam reserves were all gone. The ship was little more than a lump of metal.
The Pegasus slipped out of the sky and, with a thud, sat on her rear end. Then slowly the nose fell forward and crashed to the ground.
“Undercarriage!” Harry shouted belatedly.
“Done,” said Khuwelsa.
Harry climbed out of her chair. Her hands were shaking. She reached back and killed the Faraday. No point draining the battery. The ship groaned and sagged. From outside there was a cracking and breaking sound followed by harsh words in Kiswahili.
“What were you doing, Harry?”
Harry took a deep breath. “Maintaining the dignity of Her Majesty’s Empire?”
“I should give you a slap,” said Khuwelsa, and then she grinned.
Harry laughed. “Remind me not to do that again.”
There was a banging on the door and commanding German consonants.
“Oh well, best go face the music.”
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A violent metallic knocking resonated through the cabin as someone banged on the hatch. Harry hastily tightened the drawstrings at the back of Khuwelsa’s dress and tied them off in an untidy bow. She brushed down the front of her skirts as Khuwelsa drew the bolts on the door and pulled it inwards.
Harry kicked the steps so they unfolded and dropped to the ground. Bright sunshine flooded in illuminating Harry’s slim figure in her cream and red dress. The bobbing silhouettes of soldiers brandishing guns moved towards the entrance. One of them grabbed hold of the hatch to pull himself up and in.
“Don’t you dare,” shouted Harry and she took a step forward to block the entrance, then realised she still had her goggles on. She pulled them up onto her headscarf and was temporarily dazzled by the reflections off vehicles and guns. “This is my ship, and you do not enter without my permission.”
The fact she was female, and young, seemed to stall him. She knew her hair always made a good impression—especially when there was a light breeze to move it around, though that wasn’t the case here.
She heard one of the soldiers make a comment in German, something about his little sister crashing a Zeppelin.
“Your little sister would have better manners than a slug like you.” She spoke in passable German. It wasn’t a good comeback but it had the other soldiers laughing at him instead. “Now, if you don’t mind. I am visiting my friend, Feldwebel-Leutnant Johannes Schönfeldt.”
She descended the steps purposefully and the soldiers at the front made space for her. A murmur went through the gathered group as Khuwelsa appeared. Harry didn’t pay a great deal of attention to politics, but the fact that the Germans had been in a state of war with the Wahehe tribes for years meant that many soldiers did not like the blacks.
As far as they knew, Khuwelsa could be one of the Wahehe. But she was dressed in European clothes, which fitted perfectly since they were her own and not cast-offs. And she spoke German as well as Harry—she’d had exactly the same education—so she knew what they were saying. The only word that came across clearly was Schwarze.
As Khuwelsa descended the steps behind Harry, there was a motion in the crowd as someone made their way through it. It was blond Johannes in full uniform. She wasn’t sure she had ever seen him dressed up like this except at one of the dances. Whatever was going on had to be serious.
“Miss Edgbaston.” He clicked his heels and saluted. She raised an eyebrow.
She nodded her head in return. “Lieutenant Schönfeldt.” They were being so formal that the presence of her goggles on her head now felt awkward, but trying to remove them would probably dislodge her scarf.
“Accompany me, please?”
“I’m afraid I broke some things landing.”
“We will deal with the damages. You could not to know the square would be occupied.” He gave a curt bow, and gestured in the direction of the permanent military buildings. A path opened for them through the troops and he led them away under the oppressive gaze of a hundred soldiers.
They crossed the square between the massive Faraday-based mobile fortresses that the Germans favoured. They were huge machines on wide wheels, sporting half a dozen artillery turrets each. With just a few of these and a hundred infantry they could take over an entire city in no time at all. Especially with support from their Zeppelins and attack aircraft.
But there were no cities here, so what were the Germans doing? Their vehicles were of no value in their struggle with the natives who attacked by surprise and disappeared into the savannah when they were done.
Johannes’s rank granted them passage through security gates and checks that had not existed on her last visit. The main building of the military outpost was modern and utilitarian. It had been constructed by the Germans to station their local military forces and did not feature the ornateness that typified British-built administration buildings.
Harry had expected to be shown upstairs, but Johannes led them down into the cellars where she’d never been. They reached a small room with a small but clear sign giving Johannes’s name and rank.
“What’s this?” She gestured round the small room. “What happened to your office, Johannes?”
He crossed to the other side of the desk and stood behind it, facing them. His self-control seemed to break. “My God, Harriet, why are you here? Why now?”
“What’s going on? What is all this?”
“I can’t tell you that, but you have to leave as soon as you can get up steam, before my seniors know you are here.” He paused, then continued in a slightly uncertain tone. “It is good you did not try to land in the compound as usual; they would have shot the Pegasus out of the sky.”
He paused. She could see the pieces clicking together in his head. She glanced at Khuwelsa, whose jaw was set and lips were firmly closed. . The look on his face as she returned her attention to him told her had completed the mental jigsaw as far as he could.
“Harriet, why did you land in the square?”
She looked at him, not sure how she should frame the answer for the best result.
“What have you done, Harriet?”
Khuwelsa piped up in the middle of Harry’s silence. “She got the better of one of your Todesflug.”
Johannes sat down at his desk with his head in his hands. Harry considered that Khuwelsa’s explanation was probably not the most diplomatic, but Sellie had always been one for plain speaking.
Harriet got defensive. “He was firing at an unarmed vessel.”
“You did not follow his instructions.”
There was the approaching sound of many booted feet thudding in perfect unison outside the door. At a sharp command they came to a halt. The sound of guns being cocked and readied penetrated the room. A shadow moved across the frosted glass of the window.
Then someone knocked.
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Kommandant Schmidt had been very polite.
He had very politely escorted the two of them from Johannes’s office to a room on an upper floor of the main building, a room that sported bars on the windows.
So here they were, with Harry sitting on one side of a bare table, him on the other and Khuwelsa merely allowed to stand near the window.
“Does your girl speak German?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Please do not pretend you only speak English.”
“I speak French, if you like.”
“Miss Edgbaston, you think this is a joke?” He took out a cigarette pack, tapped out one for himself and lit it with a match. “I assure you this is no joke.”
“You can’t keep us here.”
He drew in a lungful of smoke and blew it out. Harry hated the smell of cigarettes but she was not going to let him know that.
“I can keep you here.”
“My father knows I was coming here. If I’m not back by this evening someone will look for me.”
“Why are you here, Miss Edgbaston?”
“I came to see Jo— Lieutenant Schönfeldt.”
“Why?”
Because she often did? Because he was a good dancer? Because she enjoyed talking to him about flying and machines? There didn’t seem to be a very good answer.
“Are you spying for your father?”
“What?” She laughed. He, however, did not. It took her a moment to realise it would be better if she expressed anger rather than amusement. “You think that a seventeen-year-old girl would be a spy.”
“We know who your father is, Miss Edgbaston. It is very likely he would use you as a spy, even if you did not realise it.”
She jumped to her feet and leaned over the desk. “How dare you? I am no spy. My father never asks me about my trips. He has never expressed an interest in what you Germans are doing. Why? Are you doing something he ought to know about?”
Schmidt had maintained his slightly aloof, superior attitude until those words slipped out. Now he frowned and stood up. His face drew close to hers.
“You will remain here until noon tomorrow. Then you will be free to go. If anyone comes looking for you they will be dealt with the same way.”
He went to the door and turned. “Miss Edgbaston. You made an unfortunate mistake coming here today. We are not at war with your country. If you behave intelligently you will not be harmed.”
“And if I don’t, Herr Schmidt?” she said, omitting his title. His frown deepened into a scowl.
“I will leave that to your no doubt vivid imagination.”
He banged on the door, and it was unlocked from the other side and opened. The Kommandant clicked his heels, saluted and left without a further word.
Harry sat down and sighed. Khuwelsa took the other chair.
“It’s only a day,” Khuwelsa said. “No worse than when Mrs Hemingway manages to keep us in the schoolroom.”
Harry stood up and went to the window. She looked out on the entrance to the military compound. Squads of soldiers marched along the main road and there were patrols around the perimeter.
“What’s going on, Sellie?” she said, almost inaudibly. “What are they doing?”
Khuwelsa came up beside her, placed her palms on the windowsill and peered out. “They are going to war.”
“But who with?”
It couldn’t be the Italians; they held so little land it hardly seemed worth it, even if it was along the coast. Most of the natives were on the German side anyway, only the Wahehe fought them. And that left the British. But how could they even dare? The Empire was far too strong.
The Empire might be powerful around the world, but not here in East Africa.
“They must be going against us,” she said.
The door unlocked. She and Khuwelsa turned as Johannes entered.
“I will speak with them alone,” he said to the guard outside.
The door shut and locked.
“What do you want?” said Harry.
He switched to English. “Do not do anything, Harriet.”
She laughed. “Do?” She gestured around the bare room. “Do, Lieutenant? I am imprisoned. I cannot do anything.”
He frowned. “I am your friend. Just wait until tomorrow and they’ll let you go.”
“If you were my friend, you would have them unlock the door and let me go now.”
“I cannot do that, but I will have them move the Pegasus. It is in the way.”
She turned to face him fully. “Don’t you dare break my baby bird.”
“Oh no, Harry,” he said and enunciated every word. “I will ensure your baby bird is in perfect flying condition.”
She paused, absorbing his words, then retorted, “You’d better. If there’s a single feather damaged I’ll replace it with your skin.”
He nodded and knocked on the door. As it was unlocked he saluted with a click of his heels.
“Johannes”—she burst out as he turned to go—“we can’t be stuck in here all day and night.”
He glanced round and then nodded. The door closed behind him and locked with a solid clunk.
Harry turned back to the window with a grin on her face. Khuwelsa frowned. “You worry me when you smile like that.”
“Ha!” Harry threw her arms around her in a tight hug. “He’s going to help us get out.”
“Are you feeling well?” Khuwelsa said, extricating herself from Harry’s arms and brushing the creases from her dress. “He didn’t say anything like that.”
“You weren’t listening with the right ears,” said Harry.
“You mean your ears. I remember the time you claimed your father said we could go down to the waterhole. And we got chased by that old hippo.”
“We were seven.”
“And ten years later you’re just the same.”
“We didn’t get hurt.”
“Only because hippos can’t climb trees.”
Harry laughed. “You’re still angry because you tore your dress.”
“It was a present from your father.” She turned away, pouting. “I could never wear it again.”
“You wait,” said Harry. “You’ll see.”
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They waited. At shortly after two in the afternoon the main compound gates opened and the Pegasus came through, mounted on a reduced-gravity trailer and pulled by a steam truck. The wings had been folded in. Khuwelsa worried over potential damage to the control mechanisms.
“They don’t know what they’re doing with a ’thopter,” she said.
The steam truck was unhooked, but the electrical cable remained attached. A dozen soldiers manoeuvred the trailer into a space out of the main stream of traffic. One of them disconnected the cable and the girls watched the trailer sink as it took the full weight of the Pegasus.
A meal was brought to them mid-afternoon and Harry asked to see Johannes. They ate and drank slowly. The electric fan in the ceiling kept the hot air circulating but, as the sun crept round, the room was bathed with light and heat. Their only escape from it was to sit against one wall until the sun had moved on.
It was an hour later that Johannes appeared. Khuwelsa was sitting near the door as he entered, while Harry stood near the window but in the shade.
“What do you want, Harriet?”
“Well, without wishing to be indelicate, I would like to point out there are no facilities available.”
He frowned. “Facilities?”
Harry sighed. “No water closet.”
Johannes nodded. “We do not have the facilities for ladies.”
“Well, you should have thought about that before you locked us up.”
“It was not my decision, Harriet,” he said. “I do not want you here.”
“And to think I came all this way just to see you.”
“You deliberately misunderstand.” Before she could come back with another retort he continued. “I will arrange a visit to the officers’ facilities in a short time.”
He knocked on the door. It was unlocked and he pulled it open.
“Johannes?”
He paused, waiting for her to continue, but she said nothing.
“Yes, Harriet?”
She arranged what she hoped was an expression of concern on her face, and looked down at the floor. She had been to parties where the young women made the men chase them by behaving like prey.
Like the good German gentleman that he was, he moved away from the door and stood before her.
“What is it, Harriet?”
“They will be letting us go tomorrow, won’t they?”
“That is what I have been told.” The momentary pause before his reply told her everything she needed to know.
She nodded, which he took as his dismissal. The door lock clicked firmly behind him.
“Well?” Harry demanded when the footsteps of the guard had retreated. “Did you get a good look at the lock?”
“I wish we were wearing corsets,” replied Khuwelsa. “What we really need is a strip of pliable bone or metal. But at least there’s no bolt on the outside.”
“You’ve got your tools, though?”
Khuwelsa patted her skirt and smiled. “I wouldn’t go anywhere without them. No chisel, though.”
“What about the table?”
“It’s designed to be taken apart but there’s nothing useful. Though we could use the legs as clubs.”
Harry sighed. “Maybe there’ll be something in the W.C. that you can use.”
Another thirty minutes crept past before Johannes reappeared with an escort of four soldiers with rifles in their hands and pistols at their hips.
“You’re expecting us to make a break for it?”
“Regulations.”
“Of course.”
They were guided through the building and out into the open. The Pegasus was only a dozen yards away but might as well have been on the other side of the moon for all the good it did.
“The furnace wasn’t properly banked when we landed.”
“Our engineers looked after the ship.”
“What do they know about ’thopters?
“You are not going aboard your vessel, Harriet.”
They were guided to a building, probably constructed by Arab slavers years before. It had smooth tapered columns, and open windows with a ceiling that was high and distant. As they stepped through into the shade and coolness of the interior, Harry breathed a sigh of relief. The German-built structure was not designed for equatorial zones, but the Kaiser’s people had only started colonising in the last fifteen years. They were new to the game and did not understand the climate.
The building bustled with officers in deep discussion and messengers moving in and out. Apart from the guards there didn’t seem to be a single man of rank below lieutenant in the place.
They passed the open door of a room with a huge map hung on one wall, showing the German Protectorate from the inland lakes to the coast, and the island of Zanzibar from whom they’d wrested control of the land. She knew the Arabs weren’t too pleased about it, though in general she did not pay attention to her father’s business.
He was on a diplomatic mission to Zanzibar. The old sultan was dead and there was some problem with the succession. Could this German invasion have anything to do with that?
They reached a suite near the rear signposted in German as “refreshment rooms.” German was a long-winded language, but at least everything was labelled.
Johannes went in and determined that the rooms were in fact empty. On his return, he held open the door, gesturing for them to enter.
Harry put on her best haughty “maiden aunt” expression and jammed her fists into her hips, elbows out. “You do not expect to be in there with us?”
“Regulations state…”
“I don’t give a damn about your regulations.”
Khuwelsa gasped and threw her hand over her face to hide her giggles.
Johannes stood in the doorway, looking for a moment as if he was going to argue. Then he shrugged and came out.
With Khuwelsa in tow, Harry stormed past him and slammed the door. She threw the bolt on the inside and took in the details of the room as fast as she could. There were the usual wide windows along one wall, blocked with elegant wooden grids of complex geometric patterns, one behind the other in such a way that air would flow through but no one could see in or out.
The room was constructed primarily of marble with cubicles separated by alabaster panels, while the ceiling was decorated in patterns that echoed the window ornamentation.
A room off led to a bathing area.
“Those slavers liked the good life,” commented Khuwelsa, with a dangerous undertone in her voice.
“See what you can find.”
“Better not forget to use the facilities either,” said Khuwelsa, grinning as she pulled up her skirt and extracted a leather toolkit from an inside pocket. “They probably won’t let us out again until tomorrow.”
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The walk back through town was similar to the outward journey, except for the marching columns of soldiers heading east. Their thudding boots raised clouds of dust that dried the throat. The regular rhythm of their passing was punctuated by barked commands.
Harry made a point of counting them as they passed and had reached a number over a thousand by the time they regained the main building. But there had already been soldiers before those, and more just kept on coming.
Khuwelsa had extracted a strip of lead from one of the cisterns while perched on the toilet lid, and replaced the missing metal with a wad of folded cotton sliced from Harry’s petticoat using a small knife. She thought her makeshift replacement would hold for perhaps a few hours. They hoped to be away before they were discovered.
The second part of the plan was trickier.
When they approached the door to their prison, Harry allowed Khuwelsa to go ahead of her and through the open door. Harry turned on Johannes.
“This is completely outrageous. My father will hear of this. There will be stern words to your government.”
“Harriet, your father is precisely the reason why you are to be kept here until tomorrow,” he said. She kept her head down and sniffed. “Fraulein Edgbaston?”
Harry knew she’d never win awards for acting, but she didn’t have to do this on the stage. She pulled out a kerchief and lifted it to her face. The handkerchief had been soaked before they left the facilities; she wiped it across her cheeks, dampening them rather than drying. She rubbed her eyes hard in an effort to redden them. Suffering as she did from the combination of a redhead’s complexion and a multitude of freckles, crying always made her blotchy and quite ugly (as Khuwelsa had pointed out on more than one occasion).
She sniffed again and raised her eyes. Johannes shifted his feet and looked uncomfortable. “There is no need for tears, Harriet.” He glanced at the guards, all looking at him, and then patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. “You must go into the room now.”
She sobbed and pretended to suppress it, which caused something of a problem in her throat and turned into a short fit of coughing. She felt Johannes patting her shoulder again. Men are so useless, she thought. Give them a gun with something to shoot and they’re all bravado and swagger. Faced with a crying girl, they crumble.
Which was just what she had counted on.
Khuwelsa’s voice drifted from the room. “It’s all right, Harry, I’ll look after you.” That was her signal to indicate she had finished. Harry was grateful; if she had to escalate, the next stage involved collapsing to the floor in a dead faint. She hated smelling salts. And as she wasn’t wearing a corset, it might be unconvincing.
She sniffed. “Thank you for being so kind, Johannes.” She closed on him and raising herself on tip-toes gave him a peck on the cheek. She turned and walked into the room. The door shut with a firm click.
Khuwelsa could barely contain her laughter. She put her hand on Harry’s shoulder and mimicked Johannes’s concerned tones. “It’s all right, Harry, I’ll look after you.”
“Oh stop it. He was trying to be nice.” Then she too had a fit of giggles that she desperately tried to suppress. “Did you do it?”
Khuwelsa nodded. “Of course I did.”
Harry went to the window and the humour went out of her. The army continued to march past and she counted a further thousand men as she peered through the window of their prison. And that didn’t include the five hundred she guessed must have gone past when she wasn’t looking.
The military column changed composition from men to equipment: numerous steam- and diesel-powered automatic artillery units. She had no experience with which to judge how powerful they were but there was a group that had barrels that she thought she could stick her head into. Or Johannes’s head.
Finally came a hundred steam trucks carrying supplies and support staff.
Could the Germans really be going to war? How many soldiers did you need for a war? Let’s say they had five thousand men. How many had fought at Agincourt? She couldn’t remember but it was more than that, and that was hundreds of years ago.
It all went quiet until an hour or so before dusk when the sky was filled with the sound of engines as a squadron of fighters went over followed by four Zeppelins that were so low they filled the sky.
They needed to get out and warn her father.
Below them in the courtyard sat the Pegasus–so near and, as yet, unattainable. They might be able to get out of the room, but how could they possibly reach it, get inside, and fire up the furnace, all without being shot?
It was seven in the evening when a meal was brought. She made sure she ate everything, even though it was not very appetising. Khuwelsa never had a problem eating anything that was put before her.
At eleven o’clock the lights went out. The guards still patrolled, but the number of people out in the streets and in the compound was greatly reduced. That was the good thing about armies. They even slept by the clock.
But she couldn’t afford to do that. So she continued to stand at the window looking out even though she kept slipping as she drifted to sleep. At one point she caught herself on her knees, having decided in her befuddled state that lying down for a few minutes would be completely fine.
It was then a rattling alarm erupted through the compound.
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Lights flicked on almost immediately. Khuwelsa pushed herself up on one elbow from where she’d been curled up asleep on the floor.
“What’s that?” Her words ran together as she tried to push the sleep away.
Harry grinned. “Told you.”
“Told me what?”
“Johannes. He’s set off the alarm as a diversion. Come on, get the door open.”
Khuwelsa climbed to her feet and made her way to the door. She extracted her kit, undid the buckle and rolled it open. Selecting a spatula-like tool, she knelt by the lock. Harry watched as she inserted the tool into the frame and wiggled it a few times. Sellie glanced up at her and nodded.
“Pull.”
Harry grabbed the handle and applied increasing pressure. The door shifted slightly and then edged open.
The sound of the alarm got louder as the gap between the door and the frame opened up. Khuwelsa removed the spatula and together they peered through. There was no guard in sight.
“Let’s go,” hissed Harry.
“Wait.” Khuwelsa brought out a pair of pliers and yanked a distorted lump of metal from the lock. She put it in her pocket, exchanging it for the original metal latch which she carefully returned to its proper position and jammed into place. She stood up and gave the room a final scan while Harry shifted impatiently at the entrance.
“Come on.”
Khuwelsa rewrapped her tools and returned them to their hidden pocket. “Just making sure we haven’t forgotten anything.” She walked past Harry into the corridor.
“And what, pray, could we have possibly forgotten?”
Khuwelsa shrugged. Harry pulled the door shut and it clicked into place.
“That’ll keep them guessing,” said Khuwelsa.
They made their way along the corridor past a bell still rattling out the alarm. Khuwelsa put her fingers in her ears as they passed. They turned left through an entrance into the stairwell. It was quieter out there with the door closed.
“What if it’s a real alarm?” asked Khuwelsa while Harry looked up and down the stairwell.
“It isn’t.” Harry headed up.
“Don’t we want to go down?”
“Down is where all the soldiers are.”
“And the Pegasus.”
“Trust me.”
Khuwelsa gave her a look but followed her as she lifted her skirts and took the wide stairs two at a time.
As they reached the next level the alarm stopped, followed almost immediately by the sound of grumbling soldiers echoing up from below them. A final flight led up and terminated in a door. They kept going.
Harry tried the handle. It opened without any trouble. Cold night air flowed in, along with the distant sounds of officers barking orders and the tramp of marching feet.
The two girls slipped out onto the roof and shut the door behind them.
Like a black desert the top of the building lay before them, lights from the streets glowing beyond the edges. They headed towards the wing of the building to the right. The Pegasus was located at its far end.
As they reached the corner Harry looked over the edge into the compound below. It was empty but brightly lit. They would never be able to get across it to their ship without being seen by the guards on the gate. She wondered whether perhaps they would have been less awake if it hadn’t been for the alarm.
The door they had come out of opened once more, spraying light into the darkness. They froze. Two soldiers stepped onto the roof and shut the door behind them. Against the blackness they became invisible.
A murmur of conversation drifted across to them. Strange, how German sounds like English when you can’t make out the words, Harry thought. She saw a flare of light as they lit cigarettes. Probably shouldn’t be smoking on duty, but it meant they weren’t paying attention. She nudged Khuwelsa and, keeping low with their skirts pulled up, they moved on.
They made it to the end of the building where a metal ladder led down to their little ornithopter. There was no way they could get down with the two soldiers lounging around on the rooftop. They’d notice any movement as she and Khuwelsa went over the edge since the side of the building was lit up.
Harry glanced at Khuwelsa. She was removing her dress. It took Harry a moment to understand; it was the only practical way they were going to be able to get down. With a heavy sigh Harry followed suit, reaching round and untying the bows that held the bodice tight.
This will be very awkward if we get caught, she thought as she shrugged the heavy material off her shoulders and wriggled the dress down over her hips. Not only awkward, but unfortunate—they would have to leave the dresses behind, regardless.
Khuwelsa had got hers off. Next she produced a pair of scissors from her tool kit and proceeded to cut three long strips from one of her petticoats. She passed one of the strips across to Harry, then rolled up her own dress into a tight bundle that she tied off with another.
Harry smiled and did the same while Khuwelsa was folding and tying the last strip into knots, or so it looked to her. Harry shoved her arm through the cotton strip holding her dress and pushed the bundle back so it was on her shoulder, giving her complete freedom of movement.
Whatever Khuwelsa had been doing, she was apparently finished. She delved into a pocket of her bloomers—when had she put a pocket in?—and there was a quiet chink of metal on metal. Khuwelsa held the ends of her knotted strip and placed the whatever-it-was into the loop. She got up on one knee and spun the slingshot, getting up speed, and then released it towards the far corner of the building beyond the soldiers.
There was nothing to see.
And nothing to hear.
Khuwelsa sighed quietly and rummaged for another missile. She wound up and let fly again. Harry got the impression it was with less force than before. Two things happened in quick succession: glass shattered, and the soldiers swore. The glow of their cigarettes dropped to the rooftop and vanished. They unslung their guns and headed round the top of the stairwell to investigate the noise.
Harry squeezed Khuwelsa’s arm. Staying low they made it to the edge and swung over onto the ladder. First Harry and then, after she had descended a few steps, Khuwelsa. They were completely exposed; it would only require someone to look up, or look out from a window, and they’d be seen. The guards on the roof would probably head back and see them easily, too.
Halfway to the ground they heard the sound of someone in the compound. Harry looked down. A soldier stood by the gate, talking to the guard. They laughed about something. Harry glanced up at Khuwelsa but could see nothing more than her legs. Finally she took a look at the roof; as yet there was no sign of the guards. She tried to will the soldier to leave.
Instead he moved forward until all she could see was his legs. The rest of his body was hidden by the guard house roof. Harry tapped Khuwelsa twice on the leg and headed down again. She kept peering over her shoulder as she descended; more of the guard came into view. Before he could have seen them, they were safely hidden behind the body of the Pegasus. They reached the ground and then clambered up on to the trailer. Shucking off their bundles the girls sheltered in the shadow of their ’thopter. Harry almost kissed it.
The main hatch was on the other side of the fuselage, and there was no way they would be able to use it without being seen. So while Khuwelsa set to with a screwdriver on one of the portholes—it was going to be a squeeze—Harry crept to the rear and unbuckled the straps that had been used to tie the Pegasus to the trailer. She wouldn’t be able to do anything about the one on the other side, but she hoped unbuckling this side would be enough.
She headed forward as Khuwelsa gently removed the metal-bound glass from the porthole. Khuwelsa shoved the dresses inside and, using a protrusion on the hull for a foothold, got her head and shoulders through, then wriggled her way inside. Harry knew she had no need to tell Khuwelsa to get the furnace going, though she was puzzled when she saw her sister pulling one end of a rope into the ship as well, leaving the rest dangling out.
Harry crept to the forward strap and worked to undo it. She was almost fully exposed, though still in shadow. Of course this one had been buckled tighter than the other, so she had to spend time straining at it. Finally she got it released and pulled the leather through the loops.
At a premonition of danger, she jerked her gaze up. Straight across from her, looking out of a downstairs window, and directly at her, was a face. Johannes. He watched her for a few more moments, then disappeared into the interior shadows.
Harry shook herself and crept back behind the ship. Hand over hand she went up the side, using Khuwelsa’s rope—no, it was a cable for electrics—to reach that porthole, then squeezed through, tumbling headfirst to the Pegasus’s deck. She could hear Sellie shovelling and see light coming from the furnace. It wouldn’t take long to heat the water, but at that point the ship would begin to make noise as the metal expanded and the generators spun up to speed.
The pilot’s chair was waiting. She clambered forward and into it, running her fingers over the familiar controls as she settled. There was nothing she could do until steam was up. Worried, she clasped her hands before her chin and idly gnawed her thumb. She desperately wanted to be away. The Germans would start shooting when they knew the Pegasus was going to lift. Someone could die. It could be Khuwelsa. Or her. And she did not like the prospect of either.
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There were two reasons Johannes had set off the alarm. The first was to provide a distraction to help the sisters get to their ship. He was worried at first that they had not even succeeded in getting through the door of their prison. However, he knew that Harriet was very determined, a trait that was simultaneously appealing and infuriating, and also that Khuwelsa was clever with mechanics. Surely they had found a way.
He considered his course of action, which ultimately could be considered a betrayal of his country. Officially Germany and Great Britain were not in conflict, though imprisoning the daughter of a representative of Her Majesty’s government and her companion might be considered an act of war. But the words of the commandant before he left had helped Johannes decide.
“I shall release the girls at midday, then, sir?”
“No, Lieutenant,” he had said without a moment’s thought or consideration. “You will keep the daughter locked up, as she may prove a useful bargaining tool. You can do what you like with the black. Sell her.”
Johannes considered himself to be a good soldier, and part of that was keeping one’s word. He had told Harriet she would be released the next day. He would not be made a liar. Nor would he be made a slaver.
To that end, he had not caused a fuss over the time the girls had taken in the officers’ convenience—after all, everyone knew how long women usually took—nor had he taken any steps to have the place examined afterwards. Luckily the other officers were not familiar with the two.
But he had not seen them escape by any of the routes he expected, and after the alarm had been switched off he had taken a squad up to their room and tried the door. It was still firmly locked and showed no signs of having been tampered with, at least from the outside. That had been the low point, where he had concluded they had not been able to escape. To be honest, he had been disappointed.
He had dismissed his men and gone down for a look at the Pegasus still lying there in the courtyard.
And that was when he had seen them coming down the ladder, in their underclothes. He smiled. They had gone across the roof. That was daring and completely foolhardy, he thought as he watched them descend—Harriet’s bare white limbs, Khuwelsa’s dark ones and their clothes so white it would take a blind man not to see them even on a moonless night.
Both Harriet and Khuwelsa were handsome women in their own ways, and they were not shrinking violets—they were willing to risk their lives for their country. Or perhaps, in Harriet’s case, it was simply that she was as stubborn as a mule. Somehow that description seemed to fit her better. Khuwelsa would probably follow Harriet to the ends of the earth and then devise a means of returning.
He watched as one of the guards crossed the courtyard and failed to check his surroundings. Johannes made a mental note to have the man disciplined for his incompetence. The soldier then compounded his crime by starting up a conversation with the gate guard, thus distracting him as well. This might, however, work out for the best.
A glance back at the ladder showed him that Harriet and Khuwelsa were gone. They must have completed their descent. Khuwelsa would have entered the vessel in order to fire up the furnace and bring up the steam pressure before they would be able to take off. That could not happen without alerting the base.
Which brought him to the second reason he had set off the alarm. If one alarm were proven to be false, and another followed quickly, the men would be less enthusiastic in their response since the second would just as likely be false. There would be no mad rush to their stations.
He watched a shadowy form he guessed to be Harriet moving to the front of the carrier on which the Pegasus was loaded. She wrestled with the buckles on the strap and got it loose. He glanced at the two guards who were still chatting; they had even lit up a couple of cigarettes.
He looked back at Harriet to discover she was looking straight at him. He paused for a moment and stepped backwards out of the light.
She slipped back behind the ship.

Harry watched the steam pressure gauge creep oh-so-slowly towards the range in which she could engage the wings. The wings, she thought in horror and looked to her left through the canopy. The left side was tight against the wall with no space for a wing beat. They would need to be near the centre of the compound to accommodate the full span.
She pulled herself out of the chair and headed back to where Khuwelsa was pumping the furnace manually to keep the noise down. The heat from the fire was already turning the ’thopter’s interior into an oven.
“We need to move the ship,” said Harry.
Khuwelsa nodded and pointed to a jury-rigged set of electrical connections. “When we power up the Faraday it’ll do the same for the trailer. We’ll be able to move it.”
“When were you planning on telling me?”
Khuwelsa smiled. “I knew you’d work it out.”
Harry did not smile but put her hand on Khuwelsa’s arm. “Once we get going you need to stay down.”
“You’re the one that’s at risk, Harry,” said Khuwelsa. “I’m surrounded by metal.”

Outside in the compound the German soldiers chatting by the gate were interrupted by the chuffing of a steam engine. They ignored it at first; heavy equipment on the move was not unusual at any time of the day or night. Especially now.
But the sound grew to the point where it could no longer be ignored.
The guard took a couple of steps back into the open part of the compound and stared in astonishment at the smoke pouring from the British ornithopter’s stack.
“Alarm!”
He unslung his rifle as the soldier in the guard post set off the jangling bells throughout the building.

Khuwelsa gave two shrill whistles. Harry reached forward, flipped the Faraday and the feeling of lightness swept through them.
A bullet ricocheted nearby, the sound zinging across Harry’s head. Instinctively she ducked but felt no pain. She glanced out to the right; two soldiers, one with a rifle and the other with a pistol, trained their weapons on the ship.
After so many years in the Pegasus it was as if the vessel were an extension of her own body and she reacted without thinking. Grabbing the controller for the right wing, she slammed it forward and to the right. The starboard wing flicked out and smashed into the two men, sending them flying into the far wall where they fell to the ground and lay still.
It took her a moment to take in what had happened. She whispered an apology and hoped they weren’t dead. But now she realised what she needed to do.
She worked the left wing with more finesse until the metal arm was against the wall at their side, and then she pushed. The Pegasus slipped to the side before catching on the trailer straps. She pushed harder, and the Pegasus tilted. That wasn’t working.
She let off the pressure and the ship righted. Harry angled the right wing to the ground and pushed down as she applied pressure to the wall again. There was a terrific crash of shattering glass as the left wing went through a window.
She cursed herself and pulled it free, making sure she jammed it against the brickwork for her next attempt. This time she pushed down with the right wing to take some of the weight, pulling the trailer up as well. Success. The lateral force from the left wing turned the front of the Pegasus toward the middle of the compound…
… where she saw a squad of soldiers pouring from the main doors.
They were about forty feet away. She ploughed both wings into the ground and then drove them backwards, forcing the ship and trailer forward. The men in the squad jumped at the movement. Harry was pretty sure nobody had done that with an ornithopter before.
It also gave her an idea. Bullets pinged off the fuselage as she threw the Pegasus into a crazy walk across the courtyard, thrusting it forward again and again. The soldiers dived in all directions as the ship crashed into the space they’d been occupying.
She glanced at the steam pressure. Nearly there.
She tried to do the same manoeuvre in reverse to get them back to the centre of the compound, only to discover the weight of the ship and trailer at the rear made it impossible.
There was banging on the hatch as the soldiers tried to gain entry. Two appeared above the canopy, their guns aimed straight at her. In a reflexive move she slammed the right wing into an upstairs window. Broken glass and wood showered down; the two soldiers slipped off, covering their heads. Using the same technique as before, Harry got the Pegasus turned around.
Two long whistles from Khuwelsa meant that they were ready to go. Harry engaged the propeller. She hoped there was no one near it as she heard it spin up to speed. She could feel the force of its thrust trying to edge the ship forward, towards the gate. Harry glanced at the steam gauge. It was on full pressure.
She gave the wings a powerful stroke and felt the ship lift slightly. The soldiers she could see in front were knocked down by the air blast.
She engaged the highest gearing for the propeller. The Pegasus surged forward. Harry gave a powerful beat that should have shot them into the air. They gained only a few feet and dropped again. Another beat and another and another. Harry worked the controls and they crept upwards. They were still carrying the trailer.
They ran straight into the gate. The Pegasus lurched forwards and the ground loomed in Harry’s face. She thrust again and again. The propeller tore the air. The ship was like a bird caught in a snare, desperately flapping its wings to pull itself free. Something had to give. And something did.
The Pegasus rocketed forward, then swung to the side. Harry realised the trailer must be unhooked, but the electrical power cable still tied it to the ship. Then that dragging weight was gone too, and the Pegasus jerked free. She heard a cry from Khuwelsa but had no time to look.
There were buildings on both sides of them but the sky above was clear. Wingtips scraped the walls, and the nose tilted upwards.
With its wings beating and the propeller whirling like a tornado, the Pegasus erupted from its cage.
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As they rose above the rooftops and into clear air, Harry looked back over her shoulder. Khuwelsa was sitting on the deck, cradling her arm.
Harry pulled the Pegasus into a gentle climb into the east, put the wings in an arched position and locked them off. She clambered out of her chair and headed into the body of the ship.
Khuwelsa leaned with her back to the fuselage. A ragged gash along her left forearm leaked blood. Her white chemise and drawers were splattered with red.
Harry found the tied-up parcel of her dress and untied the length of linen Khuwelsa had torn from her chemise. Using it as a bandage, she wrapped it firmly around Khuwelsa’s arm and pulled the two edges of the gash together.
Khuwelsa opened her eyes. “Thank you.”
“What happened?”
“Power cable.”
Harry looked across the ship to where she expected to see the cable. Instead there was a deep scar in the inner hull leading directly to the dismantled porthole. The cable Khuwelsa had used to power the Faraday from the trailer had torn free as they took off. The end must have lashed her arm as it was yanked through.
In the galley area, Harry rummaged around until she found a bottle of water. She brought it back, unscrewed the cap and handed it to Khuwelsa, who took a long drink. Harry returned to the pilot’s chair and checked the dials. They were still climbing but hadn’t exceeded one thousand feet yet. Pegasus could manage nearly eight thousand feet before things started to get uncomfortable for them.
She looked out. It was several hundred miles to the coast. There were no mountains or even tall hills between them and the sea, so she was not concerned about that. She was worried about the German airplanes and Zeppelins that had set off earlier. They would have stopped for the night but she was not sure how far they would have travelled, or when the Pegasus might run into them.
Flying by night was avoided where possible because it was so easy to lose one’s way. The wandering silver line of the river below them showed her they were still on the right heading. As long as she kept their course to the east, following the river, they should be fine. But if they had to evade any Germans during the night, or lost the river, they could end up anywhere along the coast.
“Pressure’s going to drop soon,” said Khuwelsa. Harry glanced back and saw her trying to stand.
“I’ll do the stoking.” Harry said and strode past her to the furnace. “You need to rest.”
Even with the door closed the heat coming off the metal warmed her bare skin.
“You’ll need me when we land.”
“I know, Sellie. But try to get some sleep for now. I can keep us in the air.”

The sun crawled above the horizon shortly before seven. Far below them a dozen giraffes cast extra-long shadows across the undulating savannah. They passed over a waterhole where a herd of gazelles and wildebeest drank. Mists hung in the dips before they were burnt away by the heat of the day.
Harry pulled down her goggles over her eyes. Their tinted glass blocked some of the rays but the brightness dispelled her tiredness. Khuwelsa still slept, her head cushioned on her rolled-up dress.
The horizon looked blurred. Harry squinted, pulled up her goggles and rubbed her eyes. It remained blurred; small dark clouds lay between grass and sky.
Zeppelins. It was the German military force. No more than fifteen miles away.
She checked the steam pressure and cursed on seeing it was almost out again. She realised she must have dozed off in the chair. Indecision froze her. The Germans would cover the distance in less than ten minutes. The Pegasus needed more altitude, but without power she could do nothing; it would be like the landing in the town all over again. Except this time the Germans would shoot to bring the Pegasus to the ground.
Harry lifted the nose a little and increased the power to the propeller, then made her way back to the furnace. She lifted the latch with the shovel and swung the door open. The heat blasted out as she piled in the coal until she thought she had enough. She paused beside Khuwelsa as she headed back to the chair. The bandage on Khuwelsa’s arm was discoloured by dried blood but there was no sign of new bleeding.
She climbed back into the chair. The steam pressure was rising. As she opened the drive valves to maximum, the roar of the propeller increased. She pulled the ship into a steep climb; this would have the double effect of getting them out of sight and slowing their ground speed so they did not reach the German encampment, wherever it was, so quickly.
By the time the Pegasus reached seven and half thousand feet she was struggling. Harry reduced the rate of climb, seeing that the Zeppelins were still a few miles out. She closed off the drive valve to cut power to the propeller. The ’thopter went quiet. Wind whispered through the feathers; the soft sound filtered into the fuselage.
If no one looked up, they should be safe—if they had not been heard already. And even if someone did look up, even if they had heard the Pegasus, they would just assume it was another German vessel. Wouldn’t they?
Harry felt a presence beside her. Khuwelsa’s hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Where are we?”
Their air-speed dropped, and to prevent a stall Harry tilted the nose down a little. The horizon came into view, the broad savannah and the massed encampment of the German army with the Zeppelins floating above it. To the right Harry could see the cross-shaped outlines of their fliers on the ground.
“Oh,” said Khuwelsa.
“How are you feeling?”
“My arm’s throbbing. My head feels like it’s filled with mud,” said Khuwelsa. “I’ll live.”
“I’m glad about that.”
“You’re filthy.”
“I’ve been doing your job as well as mine.”
“You should have woke me.”
“No,” said Harry. “Can you keep an eye on their airplanes? Let me know if anything happens.”
Khuwelsa moved to the starboard side and peered through the porthole. “You mean if one of them’s taking off?”
“Yes.”
The silence that followed tugged at Harry’s tired mind. “Why do you say that?”
“Because one of them’s taking off.”
“Oh hell.”
Harry slammed open the propulsion valve and the propeller roared to life.
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Harry jumped to her feet and peered out through the canopy. A trail of dust ended in the cross-shaped shadow of an airplane. The shadow separated itself from the ground.
“Can you stoke?” Harry asked.
“Yes.” Khuwelsa nodded and headed into the back. Harry watched as she awkwardly put on her heavy apron.
There was little point watching the plane; it wouldn’t reach their height for several minutes, if indeed it was coming after them at all. She checked to ensure the controls were stable and went to the starboard porthole. The temporary air-dock was slipping behind; she had to get up close to the glass to peer out. She saw two more airplanes on the move.
She went back to her chair, making plans based on the principle they had seen her and would be giving chase. Squinting and staring forward, towards the rising sun, she wondered how far they were from the coast. It couldn’t be very far now. Maybe fifty miles. Then there was the twenty miles of sea to cross to Zanzibar.
What could the Germans possibly be hoping to achieve? She tried to remember the boring politics her father talked about. The previous sultan of Zanzibar had been poisoned and the new one favoured the Germans. The British preferred another man who was anti-slavery. Her father had said something about diplomatic moves to replace the current leader.
Perhaps the Germans wanted to make sure the British didn’t have their man in charge. And she and Khuwelsa were the only ones who knew about the German force. She was patriotic enough to want to do her duty, though her one trip to Britain had convinced her she didn’t want to live there—it was a grey place and seemed to rain all the time.
The fact that her father would be in the middle of the trouble was even more important.
Below them the Wami River grew in size as it was fed by tributaries. It was already too wide to cross easily and would only get wider. Even worse, its banks became swamp as it got close to the sea. The only towns were Bagamoyo or Dar es Salaam even further south. The British-built bridge on the road from Mombasa was the only way across for anyone on foot. Harry checked the chronometer; it had been five minutes since they watched the German plane take off.
She set the Pegasus into a slight descent; the ship’s airspeed increased. She had no hope of matching the speed of the fixed-wing craft in level flight (or any direction of flight, if truth be told). However, if the other plane wanted to intercept her it would have spent the time climbing to her altitude.
Khuwelsa came up beside her.
“Can you see if the Kaiser’s little pet is following us, Sellie?”
Khuwelsa went to each porthole in turn. “I can’t see a thing.”
Harry frowned. “Maybe they didn’t see us after all.” She tried to think. The portholes did not provide a good view. “We have to have a proper look. I’ll do a complete circle. You keep your eyes open, out the starboard side.”
Harry took hold of the controls, feeling the wind through the wings. She disengaged the propeller and the Pegasus went silent. Gently Harry pulled on the controls and the plane swept round. The sun disappeared from the canopy and threw the interior into shadow. The compass rotated in its mount. Harry scanned the sky for telltale shapes, even a trail of steam or diesel exhaust, against the intensely blue sky.
“Level out, Harry!” shouted Khuwelsa before they had even turned all the way west. Harry adjusted the controls and let Pegasus glide in a gentle descent without re-engaging the rotor. She joined Khuwelsa at the porthole.
A cloud of dust was rising across the savannah behind them. It was not an uncommon sight; they often saw racing herds of wildebeest, zebras or gazelles spooked by a predator or maybe just their own shadows. But this wasn’t any grazing animal on the run.
They could see perhaps two dozen vehicles, all with mounted artillery, ripping across the terrain, airplanes flanking them and the Zeppelins following not far behind. Harry stared for what seemed like ages but was probably only seconds, then threw herself back to the pilot’s chair.
She yanked the controls and turned the Pegasus on its wingtip. As it stalled and began to fall she re-engaged the propeller, and they shot forwards. Barely caring if they were seen now, she beat the wings to push them forward before the power from the engine thrust them faster than the wings could.
Harry estimated it would take the German motorised forces half a day to get to the coast, maybe less. The infantry would be a few days behind, but they would have to cross the bridge or sink into the swamp. The Wami never dried up, even at this driest time of year.
Tracer bullets streamed up from beneath them, crossing towards the right. That answered that question. The German plane was trying to take out her Faraday grid. She veered off to port and dived. There was a cry of annoyance from Khuwelsa. “Sorry,” muttered Harry. She threw the Pegasus to starboard and the German plane shot across her bow, so close she could see the pilot’s face.
She gunned the propeller to maximum, diving towards the river. A crazy plan formed in her mind.
“Next time you get the chance, Sellie, can we have some guns on this thing?”
“Oh, yes! It will be my pleasure.”
Harry glanced at the steam pressure; it was at the top of the gauge. “Better strap in, this is going to be interesting.”
“In what way interesting?”
“Fatally.”
“You know, as you’re not really family maybe I could just get off while you kill yourself?”
Harry grinned and willed the Pegasus to fly faster. She trimmed the wings to reduce air resistance. They lost altitude more rapidly but their airspeed increased.
“Apart from the guns, I’d like to be able to see downwards, out the front,” she shouted.
“You want me to make a list?”
The Pegasus plummeted out of the sky. Harry glanced at the altitude gauge: two thousand feet.
“And a mirror so I can see backwards, above and below.”
“Nothing complicated then.”
Harry wished she could see behind her right now. The German would be there somewhere. But how close?
A series of metallic impacts rang through the ship in answer to her question. Harry felt one of the wings vibrate oddly. The port wing wasn’t responding well.
“He’s ruptured one of the pipes!” shouted Khuwelsa.
“Can you fix it?”
“Mind if we pop back to my workshop?”
Harry twisted the starboard wing and the Pegasus slipped sideways with its body and wings against the direction of motion, killing their forward speed. The German plane shot past them, passing them in a fraction of a second. He must have been right on their tail and lining up the shot, confident that not only were they unarmed but that they had no idea he was there. If he had been right they would be dead.
They had dropped to one thousand feet.
“Try not to use the wings for a minute,” said Khuwelsa.
Harry felt the ship sinking but the propeller was increasing their velocity in the new direction. They would get enough lift in a few moments. She locked off the controls and scanned the sky. No sign of him.
She jumped down and joined Khuwelsa, who was wrapping an oiled cloth around a pipe. “Best I can do is bind the hole. It won’t maintain good pressure and won’t last.”
“Can I help?”
Khuwelsa nodded her head at the tightly wrapped cloth she was still holding. “Keep this tight.” Harry took over while Khuwelsa grabbed some wire and a short metal rod. She wrapped the wire round loosely then inserted the rod. She turned it, steadily tightening the wire until it gripped tightly. Harry let go and Khuwelsa tied it off.
Harry went back to her chair and tried the wings. They responded, but the port side was still a bit mushy.
The German would have had time to come around, thought Harry. She kept climbing away into the southeast. Something caught her eye; she turned her head. The German. She whipped the Pegasus about and dived back towards the bridge—a monstrous stone thing built along the lines of London Bridge and looking completely out of place on its own in the middle of the African grasslands.
“Let’s get it right this time, shall we?” she muttered as the German opened up on them again. Bullets ricocheted off the fuselage.
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Werner Klauber had joined the Imperial German Air Corps shortly after the Kaiser had announced the new policy: to build an Empire across the world and into the Void. Werner had wanted to go into the Void and he had been there. Just once.
He had been taken above the atmosphere and seen the earth as a ball below him. He had confronted the infinite black beyond filled with the pin-prick lights of crystalline stars. The constant sensation of falling without moving had filled him with a terror so intense it threatened to overwhelm him. It made him shake even when only a memory. He had known there were people that could not bear the Void and, with his comrades, he had laughed at them. He had not thought he would be one.
The only saving grace was that the terror brought out in him a great sickness of the stomach. Something that even afflicted those who did not fear the Void. As a result he was able to disguise the terror that stained his very soul. He hated his weakness. He could not work in the Void, but he became a pilot and funnelled that consuming hatred into a dedicated and murderous streak. He did not care who he killed in the service of the Kaiser—or indeed outside of it, either.
His temper was feared even by his comrades. That brought some satisfaction, though it did not assuage his failure. He worked as a man driven by the devil, even though that devil was himself. In piloting skills and in gunnery he excelled; he took risks and they paid off. His superiors did not like him, but they acknowledged his usefulness.
Werner had been awake early and tending to his airplane when the faint and distant sound of a pumping engine had attracted his attention. He had seen the foreign ornithopter when the light from the rising sun glinted on the metal of its wings. The story unfolded in his mind. The girls had escaped and were even now on their way to warn the British forces in Zanzibar.
He had already had the engine ticking over. There had been no time to alert anyone else. He threw himself into the cockpit and took to the air. He would bring it down, save the expedition and they would give him the credit he deserved.
But the damned British plane would not go down.
He knew he had hit something important because it went into a holding pattern, but he was unable to capitalise on it. His speed shot him past the ornithopter, giving him only a glimpse of the girl in the pilot’s seat before he flashed beyond it and had to pull round in a long sweep.
The ornithopter was in a climb away from the bridge on the ground before he managed to get into position for another attack. This time he throttled back; he would not make the mistake of overshooting again.
They must have seen him because they turned back towards the bridge. He was at a loss to understand the pilot’s thinking but then she was just some stupid girl, not a professional combatant.
He watched as she pulled the wings in, like a bird diving, and the ornithopter accelerated. He laughed. There was no way she could outrun him. As he closed on them, taking his time, he lined up behind them. It made the target smaller, but she was effectively motionless in front of him.
Werner opened fire and watched the tracers rake across her stern. One of them sparked off the propeller, the others deflected from the fuselage.
The nose of the ornithopter dipped abruptly, the wings folded into the body and the machine fell away from him.
He grinned. All the pilots had made fun of Tomas when she had switched off her Faraday to escape him and landed—crashed—into the town square. Seems she only had this one trick.
Werner opened up the power and dived after her. She was already out of range but he would catch her soon enough. The ground was approaching fast. They were at only a few hundred feet when she re-engaged her Faraday and flipped the wings out halfway—enough to give her control.
He was about to revise his opinion of her—thinking perhaps she was not entirely unskilled—when she dipped into the river. A wall of water exploded upwards. Clouds of flamingos erupted into the air. Hippos charged from the water. She lifted again, her speed reduced to almost nothing, and crashed down on the far side of the bridge.
The ornithopter landed hard on the parapet. She smashed through the wall and into a lamp post, which toppled down the far side. The British were crazy. They built a bridge that should have been in a city in the middle of the savannah and gave it lamp posts when there was no gas or electric for a hundred miles.
The ’thopter back-winged furiously to arrest its remaining momentum and came to rest half off the bridge.
The bridge was coming at him at one hundred kilometres an hour. He pulled the firing trigger and raked it with powerful machine-gun fire as he yanked hard on the control stick to lift the nose. The plane responded by shooting over the bridge with barely thirty feet of clearance. He was not concerned. There was as much space beneath it; he could have gone under just as easily.
Werner pulled up and craned his neck. The ’thopter was a sitting duck. He pulled his craft into the tightest turn he dared. It was critically important to keep the active Faraday beneath the main portion of the airplane. Otherwise, it would have no effect, and the plane would fall out of the sky—just as she had done deliberately, but upside-down.
The ’thopter had not moved from its position. The right wing was flapping, the left one moving a little but not enough to provide any lift. Not just a sitting duck, but a wounded one.
This time he would make sure. He prepared one of his bombs. While this was his least favourite method, against a ground target it was the best option. He lined up for the final run. The ’thopter was still flapping its right wing. He hoped they wouldn’t abandon ship. Destroying the plane was his main target, but he’d prefer to kill the girls as well. Get the whole job done properly.
He kept the speed down to fifty, to ensure his aim was good. Descending to skim the surface of the river, he headed towards the bridge. The smile on his face grew in anticipation. His thumb held firm on the bomb-drop mechanism.
Barely three hundred feet from the bridge, the river rippling from his low-level flight, it happened. Both the ’thopter’s wings beat in wide forceful strokes. At two hundred feet out, the nose of the ’thopter lifted. At one hundred feet, it was sitting almost vertical, wings outstretched, the propeller driving so hard it created a miniature whirlwind on the bridge.
Werner was too close, and there was no time to pull up. He might want to kill the girls but he did not want to die in the impact. With a grim laugh he pushed the control forward and dived beneath the bridge.
He panicked for a second when he saw the pile of rubble from the damaged bridge in the water ahead of him, but there was still enough of a gap. Except for the fallen lamp post protruding from the river bed, and the ’thopter dropping towards the river on the far side. There was no way out.
His instincts took over and he tried to turn away. His right wing dipped and hit the water. The plane attempted to cartwheel. The left wing ripped off against the underside of the bridge and the airplane smashed into the shallow water.

The air blast from the exploding plane slammed the Pegasus forward. Harry barely managed to maintain control as a ball of fire engulfed them, then dissipated. She kept the wings beating as broken pieces of masonry and metal peppered the ship. Something ripped a hole through the fuselage above her.
And then it was over.
She gained height with strong wing beats and brought the Pegasus round. Khuwelsa came to stand beside her.
They looked at the wreckage of the bridge. An entire arch had been blown out and the adjoining sections didn’t look too stable.
“He was carrying bombs,” said Harry in surprise. “So I guess that went all right.”
“All right?”
“Better than expected, really.”
“Better than expected?”
“Well, we’re not dead,” said Harry. “I’d call that a success.”
“Harry,” said Khuwelsa. “Can we not do that again?”
“Yes,” said Harry. She brought the ship round and made as much speed as she dared towards Zanzibar. “Let’s not.”
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The Pegasus thundered across the sea between the African mainland and Zanzibar. Small fishing boats with triangular sails dotted the water. A large ferry steamed for the island and two British gunboats—outmoded and obsolete in the Faraday world—stood at the entrance to the bay. Harry could see their guns following the Pegasus as they went past. Probably just practising, she thought.
Stone Town of Zanzibar was a different world. The influence of the Arabs on its architecture and culture was evident along the slave trade routes across East Africa.
But Stone Town was Araby. The city had been ruled by the sultans for hundreds of years; they had made their mark, not only in the buildings, but also in the people. The skin tones and features of Africa were far less common than those of the Middle East.
Harry would have preferred to skirt around the city and approach from inland, but Khuwelsa was fussing about the damaged steam pipe. Harry couldn’t deny that her bird was not behaving normally. The propeller vibrated unnaturally at high revolutions and she could feel the lack of response in the port wing.
She had never been to Zanzibar and had no idea of the best place to land. The city was built on a promontory sticking out into the sea, surrounded by an ancient wall. A difficult place to attack from the sea but the advent of air transportation made all such defences redundant.
Inside the wall the buildings were crammed together with barely more than alleys between them. To the north was a massive fort. Just to the fort’s south was a large building with the only open spaces in the city. From what her father had said, Harry guessed it must be the sultan’s palace.
“You’re not planning on landing there,” said Khuwelsa, leaning on her chair.
“How’s your arm?”
“It aches but I’ll live,” she said. “And you didn’t answer my question.”
Harry yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Technically, you didn’t ask one.”
Khuwelsa slapped the back of her head.
“Can you see anywhere better?” said Harry. She rubbed her eyes, she would be glad for the chance to rest.
Khuwelsa said nothing for a while as Harry put the Pegasus into wide turn so as not to stress the damaged wing.
“We could land outside the walls inland.”
“Every minute counts.”
“You’ve decided then.”
Harry hesitated. “Yes.”
“Fine, I’ll just get dressed.”
Harry checked the steam pressure. It was down, but that was probably a good thing; landings and take-offs put the greatest strain on the wings. This was going to be a bit of a ticklish landing.
“What on earth!”
As she circled for the final time a tethered balloon drifted up from the sultan’s garden. She saw several others being prepared. Turning again she saw big baggy balloons, tethered to great winches, rising all across the city. What was more, they had gondolas hanging beneath holding two or three men, soldiers, with what looked to be small artillery weapons.
“Why is nothing easy!” Harry shouted in despair, remonstrating whatever god might be listening. Something shot across the bows. “Can’t they see the flag?”
“Maybe the other side is still in charge.”
The Pegasus jerked and the tail went sideways. Their airspeed dropped fast. “We’ve lost the rotor!” shouted Harry.
“I can’t fix that up here.”
There was no choice now.
“Lie down, Sellie, this is going to be rough.”
“Again?”
Harry angled down and hoped they didn’t take out any part of the Faraday grid. Another hit blew a hole through the fuselage.
It was difficult to focus. Harry dipped the nose and let the Pegasus have her head. There was no point worrying about the wing giving out; they couldn’t stay up here any longer.
Harry saw the cable tethering one of the balloons just in time, yanked the controls instinctively and banked sharply. She knew immediately something was wrong. The port wing had ceased to respond. But it was still providing lift, so it must be locked open.
She took a deep breath and continued the turn which took her away from her landing point. She kept the turn going. When the ship had done a full rotation she saw the flat area again. It was too far away. Without wing or propeller there was no way she could get over the wall.
The guns had stopped firing. She was below all the gondolas now, which meant they would be firing on the city itself. That was a small mercy.
Could she land in the road approaching the gate? No, it wasn’t wide enough to accommodate the wings. Did she have any choice? No.
She took a deep breath and made another full turn. At the end of it Pegasus was heading directly at the wall around the palace, a few yards to the left of the gate. She used the remaining steam to back-wing furiously with the right.
Pegasus almost spun on the spot. When they were over the road and sideways on, she killed the Faraday and the ship crashed to the ground. Harry was thrown from the chair and fetched up against the control panel. She found herself hoping for the second time in as many days that she hadn’t hurt anyone. And then she thought of nothing at all.

Khuwelsa pulled herself to her feet and checked the cabin. The furnace had been banked and was designed to work at almost any angle. There was no hint of breakage or embers leaking out. The water reservoir was likewise solid. Steam leaked from a few places and the temporary mend they had performed on the main port pressure tube had blown apart. The cloth they had tied around it was in tatters.
The damage to the fuselage had not broken anything more important; they were just a couple of holes. It could have been worse. Repairs to the pipe and replacing the propeller would get them airborne again. The feathers and wing controls would need a more thorough check.
It occurred to her there had been no smart comment from Harriet.
The deck was at an angle and she had to climb to reach her sister who was lying curled up with her head resting on her arms. Khuwelsa checked her over and couldn’t see any bleeding, or even bruising. In fact she could have sworn Harry was sleeping which, considering the fact she had barely slept since yesterday morning, was entirely likely.
She stood up and looked out but couldn’t see anything except a wall. She clambered back to the main hatch and undogged it. Taking a deep breath she pushed it open and peered out along the port wing and into the streets of Zanzibar.
Her heart sank as a man in a dark suit and a wide-brimmed straw hat strode towards her.
“Khuwelsa Edgbaston! What on God’s green earth are you and your damnable sister playing at?”
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Khuwelsa stepped down awkwardly from the hatch, having to jump the final distance into the sun-baked dust, stone fragments and broken roof tiles. She turned to face him, expecting the full force of his anger. Again.
“Good morning, Daddy.”
Jonathan Livingston Edgbaston did not make an impressive figure. He was neither tall nor short, thin nor ample. He kept out of the sun so had managed to maintain a fair complexion despite living in Africa for so many years. Like his daughter he had red hair, though his was thinning on top. He did not attempt a moustache because, as he said, unless one were a burly Scotsman, ginger facial hair invited ridicule.
Though his physique was less than imposing, he had risen through the ranks of the British diplomatic service to be … well, Khuwelsa didn’t actually know what he was, except important. He often had official house guests with names that began with significant titles at the family home outside Mombasa, but she and Harry were instructed to stay out of their way.
He was often away for weeks at a time. The only person they had to obey was Mrs Hemingway, their tutor, and then only in regard to lessons. Khuwelsa and Mrs Hemingway did not get along. In some ways Khuwelsa was grateful because the situation had taught her how some white people felt about the blacks.
It had prepared her in some ways for the treatment she received when she and Harry went into Mombasa, or even smaller towns. The sisters had come to an agreement over how they would conduct themselves in such situations. It had taken a fight—a real fight that had started with hair pulling, pinching and slapping, then degenerated into punching, arm twisting and throttling—before Khuwelsa had forced Harry to agree. And she had sulked for days afterwards.
They pretended that Khuwelsa was not Harry’s equal, just a native companion, while Khuwelsa kept her mouth shut and followed behind. Khuwelsa didn’t like it but the alternative was worse. They hadn’t told their father though; he might dislike it as much as Harry did. And Khuwelsa suspected a twisted arm would not persuade him.
“You’re bleeding,” he said as he clambered beneath the wing. She looked at her arm; she’d almost forgotten about it. It wasn’t bleeding but the temporary bandage was still stained.
“Just a scratch, really,” she said. He grabbed her hand and stretched her arm for a closer look, prodding at the bandage. She suppressed the sudden intake of breath as the pain shot up to her shoulder, and forced a grin onto her face. “It’s fine.”
The look he gave he suggested he was not convinced. “Where’s Harriet?”
“Asleep.”
“Unconscious?” he said with alarm. Khuwelsa thought he had good reason; the Pegasus looked a complete wreck, though she knew it was superficial damage, apart from the propeller.
“No, really, she’s just asleep.”
His eyebrows knotted. “And that’s why you crashed? She was asleep?”
“Oh no, she was awake for that bit,” she stopped, realising she wasn’t making it any better.
“So she crashed the ornithopter.”
“The propeller had been shot off.”
“Yes. I saw that.”
“And the port wing was out of commission so we couldn’t manoeuvre properly.”
“I see.”
“She was aiming for the palace.” She pointed and then thought that he probably knew where the palace was.
“She missed.”
“Under the circumstances this was a really good landing, Papa.” Khuwelsa had discovered that word was very good for softening him when his sentences were getting this short. “We’re alive.”
“Yes.” He sighed and squinted through the shadows of the buildings towards the palace. A number of guards in sand-coloured uniforms and turbans had accumulated on the inside of the fence and more were arriving. Every one of them was brandishing a rifle and looking quite unfriendly. The bystanders hanging out the windows and in the side streets faded away.
“You can’t just fly into a potential war zone, Khuwelsa, it’s dangerous.”
“Yes, I know,” she replied with such vehemence that he looked at her askance before returning his attention to the soldiers.
“Are you sure Harriet is all right?”
“I checked her before coming out,” she said. “She hasn’t slept since yesterday morning. She was really tired.” She realised she had said something else that would need explaining. Khuwelsa didn’t mind doing the talking but it was a lot better when they were both together, because then he had to divide his anger between them.
“Very well,” he said his tone changing from concerned father to efficient civil servant. “You stay here. Check on your sister while I smooth things out.”
With that he squeezed her hand and set off, picking his way through the debris toward the palace soldiers.

He had not told Khuwelsa quite how untimely their arrival was. The anti-British successor was in power and the British government had ordered that he be removed. As the diplomat on the ground, he had attempted to persuade the new sultan to abdicate but to no avail. This left military action as the only option.
Ostensibly the reason for removing this new occupant of the sultanate was his desire to maintain slavery. And this was even true as far as it went. It was a convenient reason for a slavery-hating nation such as Britain to take action which could be justified to the people and, more importantly, her international allies.
The real reason was far less altruistic. Germany, though a latecomer to empire building, had already obtained a very strong foothold in Africa, occupying all the land between Lake Victoria and the Indian Ocean, as well as areas on the Atlantic coast.
Stopping Germany’s attempt to build an empire in Africa was seen as imperative to British interests. Control of Zanzibar was key to the German empire, just as Ceylon was key to Britain’s. Germany’s control of central Africa interfered with Britain’s control of the south and her interests in the north.
His diplomatic powers were limited and he maintained only a small office here. The gunboats in the bay were quite sufficient to wrest control of the city from the new sultan and to install their own. But the crash landing of his daughters on the palace doorstep introduced a random factor.
He approached the gate with his hands open and outstretched. The guards were jumpy. He did not want to alarm anyone and, most importantly, he did not want to get shot.
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Harry yawned into the pillow that pressed against her right cheek. She reached her arms forward under the pillows and stretched. She groaned as every muscle ached and protested. Why?
Memories of the final crash landing in Zanzibar.
Then she realised the pillow against her cheek felt considerably smoother than the ones at home. She skimmed a hand between pillow and sheet. They were silk.
She opened her eyes but all she could see was pillow. Ignoring the objections from her neck muscles, she raised her head and looked across the undulating terrain of sheets glistening in sunlight that filtered through curtains around the bed.
A wooden post marked the corner, its surface etched in intricate geometric shapes. She pushed herself up and turned until she was sitting—in the middle of a four-poster bed hung with white folds. The canopy draped in almost-perfect symmetrical pleats.
She pushed herself to the edge of the bed and peeked through the curtains. The room beyond was reminiscent of the Arab building back in the African town on the mainland. All cool marble and polished tiles in squares and triangles.
As she slipped from the bed to the floor she discovered she had been clothed in satin nightwear, a baggy top with loose pantaloons.
She stepped across to the windows. These too had complex lattice screens that let her see out but prevented others from seeing in. She was two floors up. Gardens and grass stretched away from her to a tall fence in the distance. Beyond it were the close-packed buildings of Zanzibar that she had become acquainted with in such a sudden manner. Soldiers patrolled the boundary.
She must be in the sultan’s palace.
A sudden fear ran through her. Where was Khuwelsa? She knew she had landed the best she could but accidents could happen. And the German Army … She needed to find her father.
“Sahiba.”
Harry turned toward the voice. On the opposite side of the room, directly in front of the door, stood a woman covered in an embroidered flowing Arab dress. She wore a headdress tied with wide cords but her face was not covered. Harry could tell she was older than herself, but only by a few years. Realising she was staring, Harry smiled.
“How do you do?”
“I am Basmah bint Barghash,” she said bowing her head slightly. “You are Harriet Edgbaston.”
She separated the word sounds carefully to ensure she said them correctly.
“Yes, that’s me. What day is it?”
“The eighteenth day of Rabi Al Awwal.”
Harry frowned, and shook her head. “I don’t know what that is.” She looked out at the sun; it was still morning. “How long have I been asleep?”
“My father, the sultan, gifted you his benevolent hospitality one day ago.”
“Only one day?” She was both relieved and driven. “What about my sister?”
It was Basmah bint Barghash’s turn to frown. “Sister?”
“Khuwelsa.”
No response.
“There was another girl with me?”
“The African? Your servant is unhurt. She is with her machine.”
Harry felt some of the tension lift but it was at this moment her body chose to point out, noisily, that she had not eaten properly for over a day. She felt faint and sat heavily in the chair by the window. Warm air breezed in through the lattice.
The woman took a step forward and betrayed the first emotion Harry had seen. “Are you ill, sahiba?”
“Haven’t had much to eat in the last couple of days. Nothing yesterday.” Then she shook herself and got to her feet. “I’m sure the sultan wouldn’t like me to starve to death.”
“I will send for food.” She turned to the door.
“And I want to get dressed. Where are my clothes?”
“They have been sent to be refreshed.” Basmah paused halfway through the door. “I will send a maid for you.”
“I don’t need a maid, I just need some clothes.”
But she was talking to a closed door. Despite her light-headedness she strode over to it and turned the handle. Finding it locked was no great surprise. It seemed to be par for the course on this journey.
She cast around the room. There was the outline of another door in the wall adjacent to the window. As she drew closer, the handle—which had been moulded to appear as part of the decoration—became obvious.
This one was not locked and opened into a dressing room. It had no windows but was equipped with electric lights—the sultan must like his modern contraptions. Wardrobes contained Arab-style clothing in a multitude of rich fabrics. Not much would take the wear and tear Harry’s clothing usually suffered.
Past this was a bathroom beyond her imagining. Steps led up to the rim of a basin of almost volcanic crater proportions. Harry looked longingly at it. A thorough bath was one thing that she really could do with, both for the dirt and for her aching muscles. Above the tub were a multitude of shining brass pipes and two outlets with valves.
She turned the tap and water began to flow, splashing at first and then thundering. One of the pipes expelled hot water. She would have to have a word with Sellie and see if she thought they might rig something like that back at home.
Sellie. They would be treating her like a slave. She wouldn’t like that—and who could blame her. Harry hoped she was all right.
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After their father had negotiated with the soldiers outside the gates, the sultan himself turned up. He was an enthusiast for all the new mechanical devices. An ornithopter was something new to him and he had insisted it be brought inside the grounds—along with Harry and Khuwelsa.
The look of helplessness on their father’s face almost made Khuwelsa cry, but she knew he wouldn’t want her to betray any emotion.
While the sultan’s engineers brought up a mobile Faraday crane and steam-truck, her father explained the situation to her. He had told them she was Harry’s servant. He held his face rigid as he said it and she wanted to kiss him to show that she understood. As a servant, he said, she would have more freedom than Harry.
And it was just as he said.
Harry was carried away on a stretcher after it had been ascertained that she really had not suffered any major, or even minor, injury. It might have been better if she had, because then their father would have had an excuse to visit her. Instead she was taken up into the palace under armed guard and neither her ‘servant’ nor her father was allowed to go with her.
Khuwelsa stayed with the Pegasus and discovered the wonders of the sultan’s engineering workshops. There were half a dozen sheds with closed doors; she wasn’t sure what they contained, but there were the marks of large wheels in the grass outside.
The sultan possessed three small Zeppelin-style airships and a British fixed-wing made by the Brunel company, with its typical rear-mounted propeller. The corps of engineers numbered about ten as far as she could see, mostly young men. They were all Arab by their features but wore uniforms rather than the flowing robes typical of their culture. The overalls were far more practical.
The arrival of the Pegasus caused quite a stir and the engineers were all over it in moments, which caused Khuwelsa considerable concern.
“Stop!” she shouted. She pulled up her skirts and climbed onto the truck bed, feeling herself lighten since the Faraday was still switched on. “Stop. This is my ship—my mistress’s ship.”
There was considerable laughing, though she did not think they could understand her words. An older man walked up to her.
“Get down, little girl, before you are hurt.”
“I am the engineer of this ship,” she snarled. “And if my mistress is not here, I say who touches her.”
He said something in Arabic and the men laughed. “Woman is not engineer, girl.”
“Is that a challenge, old man?”
He eyed her for a moment and said something to the men, who backed off. “Come down, little one. Your bird is safe. We see if you are engineer.”
He held out his hand and she took it as she jumped down, but his reason was not to assist her. Once she was down he ran his fingertips across her palms and felt the calluses formed from hard physical labour—but only around the thumb and first fingers, plus the thicker pad at the lower part of the palm. He nodded his approval.
He led the way through to the back of the nearest workshop, past some sort of small military flyer with enough room for a pilot, a stoker and someone to man the Maxim mounted on the front. It had a horizontal rotor rising on an axle above the machine and another to drive it forward.
“Here,” he said, pointing at a big steam turbine unit sitting on a work bench. “You say what is wrong with this.”
She hesitated. It was not a design she was familiar with; an Italian name plate was riveted to the side. She had only worked with British and French machines. There was a muttering among the men, so she knew she hadn’t made a good impression. Then she stepped forward and examined the range of tools available. She was pleased to see that each screwdriver, ratchet and wrench had its place.
Then she turned her attention to the machine itself. How hard could it be? She knew how a steam turbine worked; different makes had to be the same under the skin. And if he was asking what was wrong with it, when it was not even hooked up to a boiler and furnace, it should be something easy to spot.
It was hot in the workshop. The ceiling and walls were made of corrugated metal that seemed to absorb the heat from the sun and radiate it at five times the strength. She unscrewed and stripped off the inspection plates.
Her hair was falling forwards and getting in the way. Almost absentmindedly she picked up a greasy cloth and wrapped it around her head.
The steam inlet pipes seemed to be all right, though there was no foolproof way of testing their integrity without running steam through them under pressure. She checked the blades of the turbine and saw that several had been replaced. It was a decent job and striking each blade in turn with a screwdriver gave a consistent tone. She nodded to herself.
Next she gave her attention to the outlets and once again found nothing. Puzzled, she rechecked everything. Finally she replaced the inspection plates and used a torsion screwdriver to ensure they were tightly sealed.
She stepped back. “There’s nothing wrong with this. The broken blades have been fixed and the job was done well.”
The man looked at her without any expression. He then spoke again, apparently translating what she said. This time there was no laughter. Some of them nodded.
“You are engineer,” he said. “Woman engineer.”
He passed her a flask of water which she drank gratefully.
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The other engineers were so impressed with the Pegasus that they seemed willing to work on it with her. She showed them how each of the flight feathers was connected to the power—each one had its own Faraday grid. There were at least two dozen that had been damaged by the German airplane; a few along the trailing edge had been cooked by the final explosion.
She was grateful that none of them spoke English because they were unable to ask her about the bullet holes and scoring marks along the hull. She hoped they assumed the damage had been done by their own defensive balloons. It would have been awkward to explain.
Being so busy, she barely noticed the time passing. In the early evening she heard the call to prayer from a nearby mosque and they all disappeared for a while. From her viewpoint she preferred having to attend church services just on Sunday.
Only a few of the engineers returned, but one of them brought some food. He didn’t actually give it to her, but left it on a bench. Most of the feathers had been replaced by the time she remembered to eat, and in stopping work she discovered how tired she was.
There were lights in the workshop but she ran a cable to the Pegasus and used its internal lights. She went out into the open air and breathed deep as it cooled. The lights were on in the palace across the lawn. She wondered what Harry was doing, whether she had woken up or was still sleeping off the past couple of days.
Father had told her about the deadline and also explained that they had at most two days.
“You can come with me and be safe,” he had said.
“And leave Harry?”
He said nothing.
“And leave the Pegasus?”
“Your life is more important than that lump of metal, Sellie.”
He almost never called her that.
“I can’t leave Harry.”
He had reached out to her and drawn her into a warm hug. “I know. I’m scared I’ll lose you both.”
“Oh, we’ll be okay. I’ll get the ship fixed and we can just fly out of here before the attack.”
He still held her. She could feel his heart pounding. He did not speak for a long time; when he finally did it was the sound of a British gentleman trying hard to suppress his emotion. “Just make sure the two of you are out of here before it starts.”
Then he had pulled away and strode off towards the main gate, surrounded by guards.
And with that memory she returned to the Pegasus, connected the power to the Faraday and curled up in a corner to sleep. With the reduced gravity the metal did not feel quite so hard.

The call to prayer woke her before the sun was up. She clambered out of the Pegasus and stood outside the building. The sky was turning blue in the east; only the brightest stars remained visible.
Turning her back on the rising sun, she looked up to where the Albert Void Station hung bright in the sky. Unlike the Victoria Station over Ceylon, Albert was purely a naval base. Sometimes a person could see its enormous heliograph winking, transmitting encoded messages around the world and down to the surface. Not today.
The palace was quiet, apart from the guards marching the perimeter. Khuwelsa wondered if Harry was inside looking out.
Back inside the workshop she rummaged around for pipes of the same diameter to replace the ruptured ones. Once that was done the only thing missing would be the propeller. The holes could be patched easily enough or just left as they were for the time being, but without a rotor their wounded bird could not fly.
After another hour the workshop had come alive again with the other engineers, but their earlier interest in her and the Pegasus seemed to have waned. Of course they had their own work to do so there was no reason they should hang around to help.
Khuwelsa would have liked to have some proper work clothes; the overalls would have suited. But there were no spares to be seen—there was little chance they would be offered—and all she had were the dirty and slightly torn clothes she had been wearing for the last two days.
“I bet Harry’s dressed in finery,” she muttered to herself as she wrenched the damaged pipe from its mount and commenced hack-sawing through the joint. She found hitting it with a hammer to be quite satisfying.
She had just finished welding the new pipe in place and was thinking about lighting the furnace to perform a pressure test when a well-dressed factotum had turned up and, in very good English, instructed her to accompany him to see her mistress. She bridled but managed to keep her annoyance under control.

While the water continued to fill the bath, Harry went through to the next room. It was a water closet. Despite having been asleep for so long, and all the flying before that, Harry did not feel the need to utilise the convenience. She suspected this was not a good thing, and made her way back to the bedroom.
It was a mark of her present weakness that she jumped at the sight of a girl in the bedroom where she had not expected there to be anyone. The maid was carrying a tray of food, the smell of which was delicious.
The Edgbaston household had a good stock of servants, both native and white, but Harry did not warrant a personal maid. That said, she knew the kind of thing to expect and did not find having someone to help her undress—particularly when she was feeling under the weather—or to wash her back in the bath at all unpleasant. And the decadence of lying in hot water, scented with jasmine, while eating delightful snacks was an experience to which she felt she could easily become accustomed.

Sellie tidied herself as best she could and remembered to remove the greasy cloth she’d tied around her head. Then she followed the factotum across the grass and through a side door into the palace.
He guided her through servants’ passages with walls of bare stone and flooring of simple brown tiles. They mounted two flights of steps and came out through a door into a corridor that appeared to run the entire length of the building. The walls were plastered and decorated at intervals with tapestries. It was cool despite the heat of the day.
A short distance along the corridor a guard stood at attention outside a door. The two men spoke briefly in a language Khuwelsa didn’t understand; then the guard unlocked the door. The factotum knocked lightly, and on receiving no response he pushed the door open.
He stepped back and gestured for Khuwelsa to enter. She passed through into an airy bedroom and heard the sound of water splashing through a doorway.
She had been right; Harry was in the lap of luxury.

When they were younger Sellie and Harry had always bathed together (never mind the times they ended up in rivers and lakes), but once they had reached thirteen Mrs Hemingway had decided they were too old to share.
With her hair washed, her back scrubbed and her stomach filled (though there was plenty more to eat), Harry lay in the water, drifting back to sleep.
“Replaced me already then, have you?”
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Harry sat up in the bath. “Where have you been?”
Khuwelsa sat heavily on the side of the tub and splashed the foam, then picked at the tray of food. The maid looked horrified at her presumption. “You know, I could really do with a bath too.”
“I’m not entirely sure that would be allowed,” said Harry. “They’re a bit funny about servants having a soak in their mistress’s pool.”
Khuwelsa raised an eyebrow. “You know that’s not even funny.”
“Do I look like I’m laughing?”
“I saw Dad.”
“Is he all right?”
Khuwelsa sighed. “You know how he gets when he’s really angry?”
Harry grimaced. “Sorry I wasn’t there to back you up.”
“Not at us, Harry,” she said. “Well, not directly. At the sultan, at the whole situation.”
“I don’t understand—you mean the fact we’re not exactly privileged guests.”
“Well, I’m just your servant.”
“Not my fault, Sellie.”
“I know.” Khuwelsa glanced at the maid who was sitting back on her haunches, apparently paying no attention to their conversation. “Does she speak English?”
“I don’t know, probably not.”
Khuwelsa pursed her lips and looked serious. “You’re a hostage.”
“I thought it might be something like that. They don’t usually lock guests in their bedrooms.”
Khuwelsa took another of the small parcels of food from the plate and bit into it.
“At least they feed you well.”
For a few minutes they didn’t speak. But Harry could tell from the way Khuwelsa didn’t meet her eye there was more.
“Spit it out.”
“I will not, it’s delicious.”
Harry gave her a look. Khuwelsa swallowed the food.
“Dad said that he won’t be able to stop the navy from attacking.”
“You told him about the Germans?”
“Of course.”
“And?”
“He said they’d have to check it out themselves.” Khuwelsa’s voice became strained. “He said they wouldn’t believe a couple of girls.” She looked as if she were holding in a volcano of anger as big as Kilima-Njaro itself. “He said they would say I was not a credible source of military information.” She got up slowly and turned to face the wall.
Harry stood up abruptly; the maid jumped and pulled a bath sheet from where she had laid it earlier. She went to wrap it around Harry, but Harry just grabbed it from her and did it herself.
Khuwelsa had her palms pressed against the wall and was taking in deep steady breaths. Harry put her arms round her. Khuwelsa tried to shrug her off but Harry just held her more tightly.
“It’s not fair, Harry.”
“They wouldn’t believe me either, Sellie.”
“I wish I wasn’t black.”
“I wish I wasn’t a redhead.”
It was old ground. Every once in a while the prejudice would get too much, and over the years they had developed a formula.
“I wish you weren’t a redhead too.” There was a hint of a smile in her voice.
“And I wish your feet didn’t smell.”
“Yours smell worse.”
“Zebra breath.”
“Hippo fart.”
Khuwelsa turned round and they held one another for a short while.
“You really do need a bath.” Harry sniffed and pushed her away. “And some clean clothes.”
“Thanks, I’ve been slaving over the Pegasus while you’ve been living like a queen.”
“Like an imprisoned queen, who’s been asleep for most of it so didn’t get to enjoy anything.”
“Except the bath.”
“Except the bath,” Harry agreed. “Look, why don’t you have a dip while I see what they’ve got that’ll suit me.”
“As you wish, your majesty.”
“I should slap you.”
Harry grabbed up the plate of food and carried it through into the dressing room, leaving Khuwelsa to her bath.
“Did Dad say how long we have?” she shouted.
“He didn’t know exactly,” came the voice from the bath. “But, Harry, he was really worried. He said they would shell the palace.”
“But not today?”
“No, the deadline is tomorrow morning.”
The maid rummaged in wardrobes and drawers, pulling out diaphanous tops and pantaloons which Harry rejected with an imperious wave of her hand.
She grabbed the maid by the wrist and went back into the bathroom where Khuwelsa was in the process of submerging her head and scrubbing at her scalp. Harry picked up Khuwelsa’s heavy skirt and almost shook it at the girl. She held up the cloth and pointed at it.
“Like this,” she said slowly and loudly, then followed up with French and German. She was not sure that the maid had understood any of the words but she went back into the dressing room and opened a different wardrobe. This time she brought out a dress similar to the one worn by the sultan’s daughter. Heavier cloth. It would have to do.
Half an hour later Harry and Khuwelsa were in the bedroom, seated beside a small table. Khuwelsa had put her dirty clothes back on. Harry was in a voluminous robe which she’d tied round the middle much to the disgruntlement of the maid, who had apparently decided that this European woman had no breeding and therefore did not require as much respect as she had initially shown.
She did, however, leave the room—Khuwelsa confirmed there was a guard outside the door—to fetch more food along with coffee. Harry and Khuwelsa seldom had coffee. It certainly seemed to sharpen the mind.
“We do have one advantage,” said Harry, smiling secretively over the top of her coffee cup.
“What’s that?”
“We’re women.”
“How does that work then?”
“Men always underestimate us.”
Khuwelsa looked sceptical. “That’s all very well, Harry, but at this moment in time they seem to be holding all the cards.”
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Jonathan Edgbaston sighed and put down the dispatch his secretary had placed on his desk a few minutes earlier. Cyril returned with a fresh cup of tea and hovered expectantly.
“Any response, sir?” he said finally.
“There’s nothing to say, Cyril. Just send an acknowledgement in clear.”
“Yes, sir.”
Jonathan picked up the dispatch again. The top part was filled with the verbatim transcription of the encoded message from the gunboat in the bay. Below it was Cyril’s translation, written in the man’s excellent copperplate hand.
“No change of orders received. Attack will commence at 08:30. Recommend evacuation of any British subjects within a half mile of the palace.”
The final sentence had been in direct response to his plea to delay the attack until something could be done about his daughters. The Empire would not stay its hand, even for his family.
Jonathan looked at the tea that was slowly cooling in the delicate porcelain cup on its matching saucer. He thought how easy it would be to break. A trifling bump would knock it to the floor where it would smash into a myriad pieces, spilling the liquid everywhere.
He stood up firmly and went to his drinks cabinet and poured himself something more potent than tea.

Khuwelsa left Harry and was escorted to the exit through the servants’ passages. She made her way down a flight of steps at the side of the palace and headed out towards the workshops. Plans swirled in her head; mentally she rehearsed how things needed to go, for her idea to succeed. The men were already hard at work when she strode into the room where their bird sat.
She pointed at the propeller still mounted on the ship that had been gutted. The man she had come to think of as the one in charge shook his head. “No.”
She wanted to press the point but the disagreement was already drawing attention from a couple of the soldiers who patrolled the area. She did not want to risk what little freedom she already had.
Instead she returned to the Pegasus and sat in the pilot seat, staring out at the wall.
Harry was right. The pilot could only see ahead and up from this position, and if the plane was climbing even “ahead” was mostly hidden. Whatever had possessed the builders to design something like this? Hadn’t they ever flown?
She got down on her hands and knees under the control display. There really was nothing important from the edge of the Faraday grid to where the dorsal support strut went across the front, with the movable canopy above it. The control wires and cables went behind a panel at the front but they could be easily rerouted.
She remembered noticing spare window sections from one of the defunct military vehicles in a corner of the next building. Khuwelsa climbed to her feet thoughtfully, went out into the workshop and gathered tools.

They had fed Harry in the afternoon. She had another visit from the daughter of the sultan. The young woman was polite and seemed most interested in where Harry had been, and in her flying machine.
Harry was not stupid and did not mention the German task force, which must be massing on the coast by now; taking down the bridge would only have delayed them for a short time. It would not have stopped the Zeppelins at all. In fact, now she came to think of it, if she were in charge of the German force they would set down an airship and use it as a bridge, at least for the infantry.
The interrogation lasted through the meal and into the evening. The subject moved from her activities during the last couple of days to her father. She had no difficulty in pretending ignorance, since that was more or less her normal state in regard to her father’s job.
The approach of the evening prayer took her inquisitor away. Darkness fell and she switched on the electric lights in the room.
Harry chafed. She was not used to being cooped up in a cage, even a gilded one. She went to the window. Her room was two flights up. Khuwelsa had said she was in workshops close to the boundary fence, but there were no buildings on this side. Harry went into the dressing room, pulled a dozen dresses from the wardrobes, and set about plaiting and knotting them. She hid the completed escape rope under the bed.
More food arrived later in the evening. At least they weren’t trying to starve her. The maid returned and sat in a chair beside the door. Did they really expect her to make a break for it through the door and into the palace?
Perhaps the idea she might climb out the window seemed unlikely for a woman.
Well, let them think that.
There was nothing to do and Harry found herself drifting off. She would wait for the late evening prayer, and when the maid left the room she would tie the sheets and make her escape through the window. Then it would just be a matter of finding Khuwelsa and getting out. She had no idea how they would achieve that. She would just have to make it up as she went along.
That was what she usually did.
She jerked awake as the call to prayer drifted across the city. She glanced across to the door. The maid was still sitting there. Harry frowned. Why hadn’t she left? The maid got to her feet and pulled out a mat from behind her which she laid out on the floor, then knelt on.
Harry turned away partly in annoyance and partly because it felt like an intrusion to watch the girl at prayer. She knew how embarrassed she got in church, at least on the occasions she went.
Now what?
She glanced at the bathroom and an idea formed. While the maid was on her knees, Harry went through and opened the valves that let the water in. In truth it was very tempting to have a bath and wash away the sweat of the day. But now was not the time. She took up a position leaning over the incoming water as if she were studying something.
She wasn’t sure how long the praying went on, so she waited. Her muscles began to protest at being held in such an awkward position for so long. Finally she heard the maid coming through the dressing room and glanced round.
“Hey!” She gestured to the maid and pointed at the water. The girl innocently leaned over to see what Harry was pointing at. Harry stuck out her foot in front of the girl’s legs, reached back and heaved her into the water.
The girl pitched forward with a cry and went headfirst into the foamy water. Harry did not leave immediately; she waited until the girl twisted and righted herself so her head was out of the water. Drowning the poor maid was not Harry’s plan.
Once she was sure the girl was safe enough, Harry dashed back down the corridor and slammed the door. There was no lock on it but with an effort born of desperation she pulled a chest of drawers in front. Then she went to the other door and jammed the chair under it. Hopefully it would hold long enough if someone tried to enter.
She pulled the knotted dresses from under the bed, tied one end around the bedpost nearest the window and threw the rest through the opening. She took a moment to switch off the light and headed back to the window.
There was a thump on the door to the bathroom, then a louder one. She was unable to see if the door was being opened, but it went quiet again.
She hitched up her skirts and tied them off around her waist, giving herself reasonable freedom. Looking out it seemed further down in the dark and she wasn’t even sure the rope reached all the way to the ground.
But she was committed. She swung herself out and clung to the knotted dresses as she edged her way down. There was a window directly below her with the flicker of fire or candlelight so she pushed herself to the side and continued down.
There was a resounding crash from the room she had vacated. She ignored it and kept going. Another crash. Then some shouting. She reached the end of the rope. Closing her eyes, she let herself down until she was hanging from her straining arms—and let go.
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She hit the ground with a jarring thump. Her knees were bent as she landed so she ended up sitting on the damp earth of a flower bed. Easy as falling off a log, she thought. And considering some of the logs I’ve fallen off, a lot drier.
Two floors above her, a woman continued to shout. She looked up and saw the maid’s outline against the light. It disappeared and was replaced the silhouette of the guard and his rifle.
Harry glanced both ways along the building. The nearer corner was toward the south. She set off at a slow run as her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dark yet and she couldn’t see the ground ahead of her. She passed darkened windows. The first gunshot made her jump. She kept going. The farther she got from the window the harder it would be for the guard to get a good angle on her.
A second shot ricocheted off a stone to her left. She decided this was a sign she was right, and kept moving. She was almost at the corner. There was another shot from behind but she didn’t notice it striking anywhere close.
Her experiences of the last two days came to the fore. Instead of running round the corner, she came to a stop and flattened herself against the wall. There was no way the rest of the guards could have failed to hear the shots and the shouting. And by now the maid would probably have alerted more of the soldiers within the palace so they would be joining the ones from the perimeter in looking for her in very short order. The air was filled with the scent of jasmine from the plants on which she was standing.
A wave of fear washed across her, pricking at her skin. Her hands were cold even though the day’s heat had not yet leaked into the sky. Where was her sister? Why hadn’t they arranged something? They had had all that time together, and the only plan they had made was to escape before the British artillery opened up on the palace? Perhaps she deserved to fail.
But if she didn’t succeed, what would happen to Khuwelsa? At best she would end up a slave again, more likely dead. And her father could be killed, too.
She pursed her lips and stared into the blackness ahead. In the distance she could see dark shadows of soldiers on the move. They could not see her now but as soon as she moved it would only be a matter of time before they could.
If only her skin were as dark as Khuwelsa’s. Well, she could do something about that. She crouched down and dug her fingers into the soil beneath her feet. Taking it up by handfuls she rubbed it into her face. She tied her long hair back in a rough knot to stop it flying about and rubbed the dirt into that as well. The maid had oiled her hair to make it shine, and now that made the soil stick. She had no way of knowing how effective it was but simply doing something positive helped.
She listened. There were still no shouts nearby. The guard in the bedroom window was no longer there. Still in a crouching position, she held her hair back and peered round the corner, keeping as much of her face hidden as possible.
The gardens were dark but there were groups of figures marching and running, criss-crossing the lawns. One might have hoped the grass would have been interrupted by artistically placed bushes, trees and flower beds. Unfortunately it seemed that military sensibilities prevailed. The lawn was devoid of any cover she could use.
Harry could see the workshops Khuwelsa had spoken of. They were dark without any sign of life except for a line of smoke rising from the one at the nearer end. What if Khuwelsa had been arrested?
Some of the soldiers had torches and were quartering the open space. The glare from the light spoilt her night vision and she had to blink away the spots.
If it stopped her from being able to see properly in the dark, it must do the same to them. Who would be crazy enough to go straight into the midst of the search?
Apparently she would. Harry crept from her hiding place. Keeping low and moving in fits and starts, she headed directly across the lawn towards the workshops. She kept checking the progress of the different groups. Whenever one turned in her direction she flattened herself against the ground.
Sometimes she crawled. More than once a group of soldiers would pass so close that she could see their lights reflecting on their faces.
For a long time it seemed as if she was making no progress. But the workshop slowly grew in size and the palace diminished behind her. The concentration of the search moved away, further round the building. The fact they had not found her apparently made them think they were looking in the wrong place. More troops were being concentrated on patrolling the outer fence.
Harry’s heart lifted. It seemed like she was going to make it to the workshop. She counselled herself to continue at the same rate. To make no assumptions. To keep her eyes open for any possible threat. But somehow she could not take her eyes off the building ahead. The great double doors stood wide open. Inside was an even deeper black. The smoke trailing from the interior rose grey against the black, star-filled sky. Somehow it made her think of a dragon’s cave.
The grass ran out and her fingers rasped on stone and gravel. She realised it would be nigh on impossible for her to cross this part of the yard without making a noise. She could hear the soldiers’ boots crunching in the distance.
She reached down and slipped off her shoes, which were more like slippers suitable for walking around in a palace if one never stepped out into the real world. But she would need them to pilot the Pegasus, if her bird was going to fly.
Harry pulled up her skirts and rose into a crouching position. She took another look round. There were no soldiers closer than two hundred yards. If she did not take the risk she would be stranded here until dawn revealed her. The workshop was no more than twenty yards, just a few seconds.
She rose up so she could walk in long low strides and stepped out into the gravel. It cut into her feet as she took stride after stride. A figure stepped out of the workshop, tall and erect.
“That is quite far enough, Fraulein.”
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Harry felt like weeping. She had come so close. But she did not weep. She stood up straight.
The man stepped towards her. He wore a German uniform. As he emerged from the shadows the gun he held became apparent.
“You and I both know the sultan is a fool,” he continued. “He thinks that your boats will not fire on the palace because you are here. He thinks there is some kind of honour in war.
“But we know differently, don’t we?” He paused for dramatic effect. “We know they will attack, and I knew you would try to reach your vessel in the vain hope it had been repaired.”
Vain hope? Had Khuwelsa not fixed it? Where was she?
“You are wondering where the Schwarze is? It seems your faith in her is misplaced.”
Harry’s heart leapt. He didn’t know where Khuwelsa was, which meant she was still free. Harry noticed an increase in the amount of smoke flowing from the workshop and took a step backwards.
“Where are you going?” he laughed and followed her. She kept backing until she reached the grass and decided that was far enough. He stopped too.
Keep him talking. “What are you going to do with me?”
“I will take you out of here and return you to your father, of course,” he said. “I am not an animal. You are just a girl. You are not part of this war.”
“I took down one of your planes and blew up the bridge to slow down your troops.”
“Really? In that sad little construction?”
“Yes.” She gritted her teeth at the insult.
He bowed. “I am impressed.”
“And I’ll do it again.”
“One antiquated machine against the military might of the German empire? I am afraid I do not find myself—”
Light poured from the interior of the workshop and the Pegasus roared as her propeller spun up to speed. Harry was blinded for seconds and then as her sight adjusted she saw the wings twist and beat. Inside the canopy she could make out Khuwelsa at the controls.
Harry’s hand went to her mouth: Khuwelsa wasn’t very good at this. The propeller screamed at a pitch higher than Harry had ever heard before, the wings gave a massive thundering beat and the Pegasus leapt upwards. She erupted through the roof of the workshop. Harry saw what was coming and threw herself to one side as the Pegasus came crashing down to earth, with pieces of the workshop clattering in all directions.
The German officer climbed to his feet, his gun trained on Harry. In the bright light his face was twisted in anger. To Harry’s horror he fired. She felt the bullet tear at her clothing as it passed through.
In slow motion she watched a piece of the workshop come tumbling out of the sky and strike the propeller. The voracious rotor shattered it on impact. Shards flashed in all directions. The German screamed and fell to his knees, a length of wood protruding from his leg.
Two long whistles pierced through the noise: Ready to go! Khuwelsa was at the hatch holding it open. “Stop dilly-dallying!”
Harry ran to the ship and grabbed Khuwelsa’s hand, transitioning to low gravity as Khuwelsa pulled her inside.
She fairly flew to the pilot’s chair and landed in it, as Khuwelsa slammed the hatch and dogged it firmly. “Let’s get the hell out of here, Harry.”
“My pleasure!”
Above the noise of the furnace and the generators she heard bullets pinging off the fuselage. Through the front screen she could see the soldiers gathering in ordered lines. An officer had taken charge; they were preparing to fire. Harry opened up the power to the propeller. The pitch of the spinning rotor screamed even higher. Harry did not pause; whatever Khuwelsa had done, it was good. Harry could feel the extra force at her disposal.
She beat the wings carefully once, just to get the feel. There were slight differences in the way they felt but nothing significant. She beat hard and fast; each thrust took the bird up. The powerful new propeller accelerated them towards the palace faster than she expected. The wall was coming at them. She backwinged with an air blast that knocked the soldiers on their backs.
The nose of the Pegasus came up and they shot skywards with plenty of room between them and the palace roof.
Harry checked the compass and saw they were heading east. She soared round to the north, the fastest route to the sea from the palace. Not bothering to gain any more height she headed out to sea. The city fell behind. Zanzibar Island was a dark mass to their right.
She maintained the course for less than a minute before turning towards the mainland. The needle of the airspeed indicator was pushed hard over against the pin. They were travelling at over one hundred miles per hour already.
“Like it?” said Khuwelsa in her ear.
“What did you do?”
“They had a lot of very nice equipment just lying around the place. I improved the pressure seals, added new gearing on the rotor train, and the new prop is beautiful.”
“Just what we need.”
“What? Why?”
“We need to stop the German airships.”
“We do?”
“Our side doesn’t believe us and we’re the only air power round here.”
Khuwelsa sighed. “Silly me, I thought we might just go home.”
“And leave Dad?”
“Fair enough,” said Khuwelsa. Harry adjusted course more to the east so they would intercept the coast. “So what’s the plan?”
“Land on the coast, have a sleep, head south before dawn and catch them napping.”
“Catch them napping? Good plan.”
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They had managed four hours’ sleep. The constant crash of breakers on the beach had become a lullaby when they had lain down to sleep. They had woken to seagulls screaming.
In the cold pre-dawn light Harry splashed sea water on her face and tasted the salt. Sea birds were diving into the surf and rising again with their prey. The beach stretched for as far as she could see both north and south, curving away into the half-light.
She turned and walked up the gently sloping sand. Smoke was already pouring from the stack as Khuwelsa got steam up. Harry admired the work her sister had done on the front of the Pegasus. The new glass allowed her to see forward and down. Looking up through it she saw Khuwelsa, half her body lit up by the furnace, already in her apron over her underclothes.
The fact she could see in so easily meant other people would be able to as well. Harry’s feet and ankles would be on show. They would have to see about some sort of curtain and modesty panel. She could imagine how Khuwelsa would react to that comment after working so hard to replace the metal. Perhaps, Harry considered, she should see about wearing men’s clothes when flying. There would be definite advantages.
She swung up into the cabin. What she wouldn’t have given to be back in her proper clothes and out of this ridiculous thing from the palace. And the sandals were terrible for flying.
“Ready then?” said Harry.
Khuwelsa’s very serious face looked back at her. “As ready as we’ll ever be.”
They had discussed the options. They had no armament of any sort beyond some knives and cutting equipment. And the Pegasus itself. Their options were limited but they had no choice.
Harry hesitated. This might be their last chance to say anything important to each other but her reserve was getting in the way. Khuwelsa saved her the decision. She simply walked over and hugged her sister.
“I love you, Harry.”
“You too, Sellie.”
“‘You too’, Harry? What is that supposed to mean? Mrs Hemingway would not be impressed.”
“You know what I mean.” Harry reddened with embarrassment.
“I know,” said Khuwelsa, gave her an extra squeeze then released her, and stood back.
“Is she hot?”
“Raring to go.”
Harry smiled. “Let’s do it then.”
They turned from each other. Khuwelsa went to the furnace and Harry to the pilot’s chair. She ran through the pre-flight checks quickly. Tested the pressure, flapped the wings tentatively. The Pegasus responded with precision. Harry nodded to herself.
She gave one long whistle, paused and engaged the Faraday. The loss of weight was comforting. She engaged the drive and the low thunder of the furnace was drowned out by the increasing whine of the propeller. Two long whistles and a count to ten.
Harry pulled on the controls; the Pegasus responded with a powerful upbeat. The nose lifted. Harry stroked hard and they lifted in smooth steps. The propeller pushed them forwards, and soon they were soaring.
Before Khuwelsa had added the lower window, Harry had always taken care to fly at a safe height as it was impossible to see what was immediately ahead. But now the coastline raced beneath them as Harry flew as low as possible to prevent the sound of the engine carrying too far ahead.
Harry steered a course as straight along the coast as possible, but at the speed they were going sometimes they found themselves over the sea, startling seagulls out of the sky, or crossing inland as some promontory stuck out into the water.
The terrain flashing by was exhilarating. Khuwelsa came forward and became mesmerized by the ground rushing past. Rivers and streams appeared ahead and then were gone. Startled gazelles, elephants, wildebeest and giraffes had no time to flee as the flying monster was upon them and then passed just as quickly.
Harry and Khuwelsa had no real idea where the Germans had set up camp. It seemed unlikely they would have gone far south because they would want to reach the coast as close to Zanzibar as possible. Additionally, the large towns to the south would be able to send messages to the capital.
At their speed of something well over one hundred miles per hour (Khuwelsa could not determine exactly how much over) it did not seem likely they would need more than an hour to reach the German camp.
And so it was that forty-three minutes later by the chronometer, they sighted a dark blob against the brightness of the rising sun: a Zeppelin already several miles out to sea heading towards Zanzibar. Half a mile behind it a group of three more Zeppelins was rising into the air.
As far as she could see there were no fighters.
Not yet.
“Are you ready?” said Harry, turning to Khuwelsa. Her sister nodded and went back to the furnace.
Harry focused on the vessel ahead. It was flying at about five hundred feet. And it was a monster. The massive gondola, almost as big as the balloon envelope, carried major artillery. Harry whistled four times and pulled back on the control feathers. The Pegasus climbed smoothly.
There was a chance they had not been seen; after all, no attack was expected.
She levelled out at two thousand feet. They were overtaking the leading Zeppelin fast. It was probably making less than thirty knots. There was a puff of smoke from one of the guns on its side, and then a line of explosions along the entire length of the gondola.
Harry had no sense that they were under attack. If any of the shells had come close, she did not see or hear them. Within moments the angle was too high for the main guns; they were safe from those, but not from the smaller weapons mounted along the top.
It would have been too much to hope that the Pegasus could have attacked without any response from the enemy vessel. In a strange way Harry was glad, because shooting fish in a barrel seemed a dishonourable way to fight. Assuming Khuwelsa’s idea would work.
Harry felt the air pressure inside the cabin change as Khuwelsa removed the temporary repair she had made over the damaged fuselage.
Two short whistles, one long. It was a new code: Attack dive. Harry banked the ship and pushed the controls forward.
The Pegasus responded and nosed into the dive.
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Harry could feel the wings vibrating through her fingertips. She pulled them in so there was less resistance to the air. Unlike the time when she had simply switched off the Faraday, this dive was fully controlled: like falling through water.
Still the Pegasus had been moving swiftly enough when the dive commenced, and with fifteen hundred feet to go there was plenty of time to build up a powerful velocity.
At each end of the Zeppelin was a gun turret. Harry was not worried about the further one. She was aiming almost directly at the rear one that was spewing shell after shell in their direction. She had heard her father’s friends talking about the pom-poms, quick-firing small-bore artillery. If just one of those shells ripped through the fuselage, their attack would be over.
She prayed they would miss.

Khuwelsa held the bucket in her gauntleted hand. She could feel the heat coming off it despite the leather. She had rigged a harness around the hole in the wall of the ship so the buffeting of the dive did not cause her to spill the contents.
The noise of the wind increased in volume and pitch, drowning out the thumping of the engine and the scream of the propeller. The smell of burning tar filled her nostrils.
The modifications she had made to the front view meant that from her position she, too, could see the approaching Zeppelin. It was terrifying. She could see only the imminent prospect of a collision. But she trusted her sister.
She saw Harry pull back on the controls and felt the inertia driving her into the floor. As if on a signal, she hauled on the bucket, lifted its bottom and poured the contents from the ship.
Boiling hot tar (along with screws and bolts, which until a few minutes ago had been roasting in the furnace) slipped from the bucket. Already travelling at perhaps a hundred and fifty miles per hour, and then subject to the natural force of gravity, the burning liquid rained down on the balloon, spreading out across a wide area as it did so.
Khuwelsa gave one short and one long whistle, then hung on tight. Harry pushed gently on the left control and the Pegasus rolled to the right. It slipped sideways as it passed the top of the Zeppelin and slid away from the bulk of the balloon. Khuwelsa could see the fabric of the envelope shooting past them, so close that if Harry extended the wings they would touch it.
They flashed past the decks of the gondola. For the briefest moment she saw the astonished face of a sailor as the Pegasus dropped.
Harry opened the wings and they decelerated. She flew beneath the Zeppelin hoping to confuse their artillery and escape before they could open fire.
The propeller screamed and the Pegasus leapt forward like an eagle in pursuit of a flamingo. Khuwelsa shook herself to release the tension, detached the bucket and headed back to the furnace to fill up.

Harry tore the Pegasus round in the tightest circle she dared, losing speed and altitude. They had come out on the port side below the Zeppelin, but she needed to get away from their guns.
With the propeller at maximum she stroked hard to get their speed back up.
She had no idea whether their improvised weapon had done any damage at all. Modern military Zeppelins used helium instead of hydrogen, so there was no risk of it going up in flame. All she could see above them was the dark underside criss-crossed with the Faraday mesh. If only they had some way of destroying that.
She looked up again and frowned. She checked her altitude. She wasn’t climbing but the airship was closer. It was coming down right on top of them. She dived for the waves.
The sun was above the horizon and its bright rays glinting off the waves blinded her as the Pegasus pulled out from underneath the falling ship. She pulled into a turn and saw the whole rear section of the outer envelope was loose and flapping; balloons of helium gas were escaping and floating into the sky.
It had worked.
Men were throwing themselves from the gondola as the doomed vessel hit the water. Harry kept turning. She knew what would happen next. When the ship hit the water the Faraday grid would short-circuit and the ship would sink fast.
She whistled the first line of the “Sailor’s Hornpipe” to let Khuwelsa know they had succeeded. Then she looked ahead. The three following ships were heading towards them. Probably at full thrust. And if the people on the shore had seen what had happened, the fighters would not be far behind.
She and Khuwelsa had discussed what they would do if faced with impossible odds.
Harry looked about. The sun continued to rise in the east; the landmass of Zanzibar was a dark smudge on the horizon. The coast of Africa was five miles away, and three heavily armoured Zeppelins were coming their way.
Impossible odds.
Harry pulled the Pegasus round with her stern to the coast away from the Zeppelins, and kept up full throttle.
She brought the nose up and climbed to three thousand feet, putting more distance between them and the enemy. She held her hand over her eyes; the sun was directly ahead. She let the airspeed drop until it was barely a crawl.
They had considered all the possibilities and the consequences of their actions.
Impossible odds.
At stalling speed Harry flipped the Pegasus around and lined up on the Zeppelins, with the sun directly behind her.
Running away had not been among the options.
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The three Zeppelins were flying in close formation, one at the front and the two others behind to the port and starboard, slightly offset from one another. They maintained the same altitude as the first.
They did not see the Pegasus as she came out of the sun until she was right on top of the first vessel. Harry had to bank slightly to port to line up with the balloon and then banked hard to starboard as Khuwelsa poured out a second bucket of steaming tar and red hot metal.
Harry kept as low to the top of the balloon as she dared so that the artillery would think twice before opening fire in case they hit each other.
They only had three buckets’ worth of that weapon. She could not wait to see if they had been successful but dipped over the first ship and throttled back. Going more slowly made them easier to hit but she could spend more time among the balloons where, perversely, they were safer.
Only one bucket remained and Khuwelsa needed time to refill.
Lines of tracer bullets filled the air. A fighter was streaking up towards her from sea level. With barely a thought Harry let out five abrupt whistles and flipped off the Faraday. The Pegasus fell. Harry fanned out the wings to slow their descent as the fighter airplane shot above them. She re-engaged the Faraday and found herself below the level of the Zeppelins. Now there was no risk of them hitting each other and they opened fire.
She pushed forward and slid under the first Zeppelin on the right.
Khuwelsa indicated her readiness with two short whistles and Harry opened up the power. She steered the length of the airship accelerating as she went, explosions filling the air around her. Some sort of proximity shell? As she came out from beneath the gondola she saw a squadron of fighters moving across the sky above her.
There was no time to worry about them.
She climbed between the two airships. The artillerymen on the trailing ship had apparently decided they did not care whether they hit their sister vessel and opened fire on her. Harry dipped and twisted randomly as she climbed, to upset their aim. As she lined up for the run, she could see the gunners take a few pot shots but then abandon their position, climbing down the outside of the envelope.
They clearly knew what was coming.
Tracers ripped past her and bullets pinged off the fuselage. Some of the bullets hit the balloon; others sparked off the gun mounted on the ship. She laughed at her own arrogance; it wasn’t her they were afraid of, it was their own fighters because a few bullets through the envelope were not going to bring down the airship.
The Pegasus made her run with tracers from more than one plane crossing in front of her. Harry banked the ship and hoped Khuwelsa was releasing the bucket’s contents.
She brought the Pegasus round in a full turn. For the first time they saw the results of the second bucket: The leading airship of the three was in the water with its envelope sagging and straining. Dozens of men floundered in the sea, swimming away from the sinking gondola.
She could only hope Khuwelsa had been successful with the final bucket. They could not wait to find out.
With only one Zeppelin remaining, no more tar and a dozen fighters taking pot shots at her, Harry barely even considered her next action. There was no way she was going to let the final airship cross to Zanzibar.
She engaged the highest propeller gearing and dived for maximum speed. The fighters were fast but with the new propeller the Pegasus could outdistance them. Still, without guns a stern chase was the last thing she wanted—they would just shoot her out of the sky.
With the artillery fire exploding around her she drove hard beneath the final airship. As the Pegasus emerged on the other side, out of sight of the pursuing fighters, she disengaged the propeller and back-winged hard. Her forward speed dropped to nothing and wing beat by wing beat she flew up the side of the balloon as the fighters shot out beneath them. As far as they were concerned she had simply vanished.
The men on the Zeppelin knew where she was but she was so close they could not bring their artillery to bear. It took barely twenty seconds for her to reach the top of the balloon, to manoeuvre over the top and set down. She switched off the Faraday but they remained light, because they were inside the effect of the airship’s Faraday grid.
“What are you doing, Harry?” Khuwelsa’s voice had an odd strained tone.
Harry looked round. Khuwelsa was wrapping a cloth round her leg. There was no time to talk. A couple of the fighters had come around and seen her. Not that there was much they could do.
“Do you trust me, Sellie?”
Khuwelsa stopped her bandaging. “Like a sister.”
Harry smiled and reached for the propeller control.

The British ornithopter was sitting motionless on the top of the Graf Joseph Kreisler. Hans Pietsch throttled back his fighter plane. Was the British ship surrendering? Whether it was or not, they could not attack it. While the air-ship could take many bullets before its integrity was harmed, a concentrated attack would provide exactly that harm.
He was unclear exactly what had happened to the other three ships. The ornithopter had no guns, and yet it flew across the top of a Zeppelin and within moments the warship was falling out of the sky. That one small craft could do so much harm was quite disturbing.
What was the British ship doing now, just sitting there?
Suddenly its propeller burst into life. It ripped through the wooden planking above the balloon envelope and tore into the outer skin. He watched in fascinated horror as the balloons just beneath the skin were shredded. As the propeller destroyed the balloons the ‘thopter lost its support and its nose tilted upwards. Its weight pressed the propeller deeper into the body of the Zeppelin like a knife cutting through skin. The ship tilted almost vertically and sank out of sight into the heart of the airship.
The Zeppelin lost height, slowly at first then faster. The one remaining airship of the task force touched the water. Men threw themselves into the water to save themselves from drowning. There was that moment when the Faraday grid ceased to function and the vessel sank fast, the windows of the gondola exploding under the air pressure.
Then something moved beneath the rippling skin of the crippled Zeppelin’s envelope. A dark shadow, like a baby crocodile inside an egg, it seemed to twist and turn. A tear in the skin opened and ripped forty feet across. Struggling like a baby bird to escape its shell, a winged creature crawled out. Barely a dozen feet above the churning and bubbling sea, it seemed to pause and then leapt skywards. Strong wing-beats thrust it into the air like a living being, like a dragon.
It accelerated hard and flew across the waves, heading towards Zanzibar.
Hans Pietsch watched the creature of living metal beat its wings across the sea.
He saluted the pilot and turned his fighter to the African shore.
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For Keith



Sept 3rd, 1874, 04:00
I cannot sleep. The excitement is such that, though sleep would be a welcome companion, I find the gift of Morpheus eludes me. In just two hours we embark on a journey beyond the confines of our planet’s atmosphere. We will be the first: should all our preparations satisfy the demands of this adventure.
Beyond my official role as computationer and navigator, I am assigned as journalist for this endeavour, so let me put down in words what has been done to prepare for this day.
The modification and outfitting of the Sea Eagle air-plane constructed by the Brunel Company, which we have christened Albatross, has been something of a labour of love, though a serious business proposition. Lord Brunel’s seal of approval on the project meant we were not short of funds or equipment. Unfortunately the secrecy of the project meant very few people were aware of what we were doing in the hangar on the edge of Croydon field.
It has been almost six months since the air-plane was first delivered. It was identical to the production craft manufactured for the Royal Navy when it arrived and, though we have slaved over it, there has been no one we could confide in. It has been most difficult keeping the news from my aunt with whom I lodge, and even more so from my dearest Beloved. I know it is the same for my compatriots but I cannot dwell on such personal matters.
Perhaps you may question our choice of name for our vessel, but “Albatross” is a name of good omen. Mr Coleridge’s poem is always misunderstood. And besides, with the additional wingspan given to our bird, it is an appropriate name: The Albatross soars through the skies of the world never touching the ground.
Let us consider the physics of the problem we are to solve.
It is, of course, known that the atmosphere thins with altitude. Such high-altitude trips as have been made by other craft, whether fixed wing or balloon, have shown that beyond even 10,000ft the air becomes thin and the temperature drops steadily. Dr Cholmondley, our Scientist-in-Charge for this experiment, has indicated that the fall in temperature is a product of the reduced air pressure and I understand to some extent. Suffice it to say that, where we are going, it will be damnably cold with no air whatsoever.
Dr Cholmondley has demonstrated for us the effect of vacuum on small animals. It is not pleasant. Naturally we have sealed the vessel against air loss and insulated it against the cold. But we cannot say what effects these extreme conditions may have on our external devices, though we have tested them as best we are able in a large vacuum chamber. Who knows whether Dr Cholmondley is correct in his estimation?
Now you may ask, if we are sealed inside our bottle, how will the steam engines be driven? We cannot light a fire unless we intend to take all our air with us. But fear not, another miracle of science saves us: It was a Spanish inventor that held the key. He determined a particular selection of chemicals which, when combined, solve two of our problems in one. These chemicals generate copious quantities of heat, plenty for the generation of steam to drive our electrical generators and, as a by-product of this action, the reaction produces oxygen with which we can breathe. He utilised this for a sub-marine vehicle; we will use it for a super-atmospheric one.
Normal fixed wing and even dirigibles utilise the air of the atmosphere for both motive power and manoeuvring. Once we exceed an altitude of 75,000ft even the extended wingspan of our vessel and our Faraday system operating to its maximum potential will be insufficient to provide further lift and our manoeuvrability will be seriously impaired.
For stability we have installed large gyroscopes both fore and aft. Motive power was a matter of debate for the longest time. In the end the simplest choice was made: we would tie fireworks to the exterior of the vessel. I hope you are not offended by my facetiousness. Of course it is not actual fireworks but the theory is the same: fifteen rockets 20ft in length mounted around the hull of the vessel, electrically activated in groups of three. Each group will burn for one minute. Once we reach 75,000ft we use these rockets to propel ourselves into the Void with the aim of reaching an orbit at around 100 miles altitude. It seems such a short distance. I could jump on an atmospheric train and travel that distance in less than 90 minutes. Yet to travel that distance upwards and into the Void has taken the work of six months and many novel ideas.
There has been a knock on my door. It is time.
To the person reading this, if I do not return, please convey my kindest regards to my aunt and my dearest love to my Beloved. In my last hours on this Earth, I thought of them.
Lawrence Finley-Blythe



Sept 3rd, 1874, 06:00
Final flight checks on the Albatross complete. The crew: Pilot Captain James Chingwell; Engineer Ishar Ram; and myself, Navigator/Computationer Lawrence Finley-Blythe.
We took a few minutes for photographs: We clasped arms around one another and blinked at the flash. The Captain was all efficiency and seriousness; I was quiet but that would have surprised no one. We all deal with fear in our own ways. Ishar was the only one who seemed settled; I believe it is his Hindu faith that provides unique benefits.
The day was clear. The Sun lay low to the horizon and there were few clouds in the sky. The wind was negligible, but that would change: high in the atmosphere there are rivers of air that a wise captain can use to his advantage, if his vessel can achieve the altitude. We would pass through and beyond such rivers.
Except for Ishar we all began to sweat, dressed in our insulating suits. But then Lord Brunel arrived and we had to greet him. This was not part of the schedule and it would make us late in departing. I was desperate to be away before my fear betrayed me. Lord Brunel was smiles and kind words, but there was concern in his eyes. It was strangely comforting to see it there.
 



Sept 3rd, 1874, 06:30
We finally came aboard and the hatches were dogged. Ishar adjusted the chemicals, a delicate business; unlike coal these materials would explode if the balance was incorrect. Ishar had flown the Albatross a dozen times; he knew his trade.
Heat built in the boiler and the generators hummed. The needles on the dials of the Captain’s board moved from zero. The Faraday curtain in the ship’s hull and wings became charged and we felt ourselves lighten until we weighed less than a third of our usual weight. If you have ever been to the fair and tried the “Magic trampolines”, or just travelled in an atmospheric, then you will know the feeling of lightness as gravity’s grip is loosened.
With power flowing I pulled out a stack of Babbage cards and placed them into the input hopper of the latest Babbage Analytical and clipped over the spring-loaded lid. Being a model designed for use in Faraday ships, it was tested to function at reduced gravity, hence the special lid to push the cards down into the machine. We had come a long way from the early machines, driven directly from steam engines and the size of a ballroom. I have come to love my little Jezebel: barely the size of a French dresser and running quietly on its electric engines with its gentle clatter of interlocking gears and rods.
The test stack is of my own devising, designed to run Jezebel through all her functions. I knew the pattern of sounds by heart, and a slight hesitancy in the fifth adder column had me pulling out the oil can and squirting a dab into the mechanism.
The Captain engaged the contra-rotating propellers, one mounted on each of the elongated wings, driven directly from the steam engine via a system of axles and cogs that passed through the wall of the pressurised cabin by means of a magnetic clutching mechanism so the hull’s integrity was not compromised.
This much we have done many times before and it was therapy for our troubled souls to fall into a comfortable routine. We felt the rocking motion as the Albatross began its take-off run. We gathered speed and soon reached 50mph, barely the velocity of a slow atmospheric. The trundling bumps of the ground faded away and we were airborne. The Captain called for maximum steam, engaged the highest propeller gear and requested the heading.
I relayed the first instruction from our flight plan: one that took us south-east and away from densely populated areas. Should the Albatross crash its “fireworks” would explode with nightmarish ferocity. Our altitude increased steadily, as did our airspeed; soon we were at 200knots and climbing at a comfortable 2000ft/minute. In just half an hour we were set to reach our target of 75,000ft.



Sept 3rd, 1874, 08:03
We achieved 75,000ft. Europe was laid out below us, with heavy cloud cover over Spain and the southern parts of France. Ishar boiled a kettle and we had some tea. I could have taken something a little stronger but at least Ishar makes tea in the British fashion, not the devilish substance they drink in the sub-continent.
We verified the status of each system before we activated the first set of rockets. We had tested them in level flight several times, and I have to say that the acceleration was quite strenuous. If you will excuse the levity, I will say it is best not to be drinking tea at that point, and to be firmly strapped in. The addition of straps on our seats ensured there was no repeat of the earlier incident with Dr Cholmondley and the rabbit.
Every action we must carry out had been written out in painstaking detail, derived from the extensive knowledge of the Royal Navy Air Corps then refined and added to by our own experiences. But we had reached the end of our list; from now all experiences would be new, for we were to undertake activities that no man had performed before.
The Captain ordered us to strap in and put on the light-defeating goggles. These goggles, devised by Cholmondley but based on those used by metal smelters, are very thick and heavily tinted. The Doctor claims they block light from the infra-red to the ultra-violet, and that this will be necessary once we have exited the protection of our atmosphere. Despite the fact they make it difficult to see anything properly, there was no one to gainsay it, and his description of how the light of the Sun would burn out our eyes was sufficient threat.
Ishar closed off the chemical intakes, the thrust during this stage makes handling the furnace too risky, and we ran on the remainder of the steam pressure and batteries. I ensured Jezebel was switched off to prevent battery drain; she was sturdy enough to withstand the acceleration without further attention.
We reached the penultimate stage, and the Captain disengaged the propellers. This step was found to be necessary after the damage caused to the turbines on an earlier flight when our extreme rocket-propelled velocity forced the propellers to turn the engine instead of the other way around. We were lucky to return on that occasion though, as it was, we were forced to set down on a public beach.
Through the porthole the propellers continued to turn slowly driven by our movement through the thin air.
“Engaging rockets in 3… 2… 1… engage.”
It was always a shock, even though I knew what to expect. First there was the muffled roar as the rockets ignited. Then the pressure as we were forced back into our seats. I saw the indicators on the Captain’s board, five lines of three lights apiece—representing the five sets of three rockets—the first line flickered to orange and, as the thrust increased, one turned green; the other two followed quickly.
In all previous flights the Captain kept us on a flat trajectory during the rocket burn: the horizon in my nearby porthole always a horizontal line across it. But this time he wrestled with the helm. He pulled it towards his chest, expending considerable effort. The pressure descended from my back to my seat and I was pressed downward. The Earth’s horizon had become a diagonal slash across the porthole.
The seconds ticked away and rockets continued to burn. Curiously the pressure moved again, returning to my back. I realised the effect must be related to our primary direction of travel rather than our orientation to the Earth.
“500 knots, 100,000ft!” Called the Captain, I could hear the strain in his voice. We had climbed a third of our altitude again in only seconds. Through the goggles the sky seemed darker, almost black. The burn ceased and our weight disappeared – completely! I felt as if I were falling, and yet I would have been floating if our straps did not hold us firmly in place.
“What is this?” I cried out, then caught myself, pushing down my panic.
“No weight,” said Ishar’s quiet voice behind me. He was right, of course; Cholmondley had postulated such a thing. We were on a ballistic trajectory, falling yet still ascending. I knew the mathematics but the experience was quite another thing.
“Engaging second burn in 3… 2… 1… engage.”
It seemed to me that this burn was even more powerful, driving me back into my seat, but applying the power of reason to the question I realised that the atmosphere was now so thin there was no resistance to our flight and the vessel was prey to the full force of the rockets. I confirmed the truth of this by peering through the porthole; the rotors were entirely motionless despite our vast velocity.
Looking out, I was struck dumb with astonishment. We know our Earth is a ball floating in the Void, but now I could see its horizon curving across the view. The scale of it, and its wondrous beauty, stole all thought from my mind.
A minute later and we were once again weightless. The Captain ordered the furnace to be fired and pressure brought up. I enquired as to our height and speed. The Captain unstrapped himself and floated free of his chair. He retained a grip on the shoulder strap. I stared. To see a man float in the air exceeded my understanding.
It was shock upon shock. I shut my eyes and felt only my heart thumping in my chest. The sensation of falling did not diminish but the thundering of my heart slowly eased to a mere martial beat. I opened my eyes again and felt a little more comfortable.
“It is strange, is it not?” said the Captain.
I nodded my head perhaps a little too vehemently. The Captain smiled and glanced out of a porthole. “We must be travelling in excess of two thousand miles per hour and still increasing in altitude. However I would like to know our heading and I believe that is your post, Mr Finley-Blythe. You are our navigator.”
Methods for determining our course, altitude and velocity had been discussed at length between Dr Cholmondley and I, along with trusted navigators and computationers. We had some ideas as to approaches that might work so I set about the task.
“Mr Ram?” said the Captain. “How is the furnace? Do we have pressure?”



Sept 3rd, 1874, 08:15
I carefully unstrapped myself from the chair—and immediately floated out of it. The sensation was astonishing: as if I were flying. It was the dream of mankind down the ages made manifest. To be like a soaring bird, to be one with the angels, to fly!
However I soon discovered this state of having no weight is not how one might imagine flying to be. There was no sense of orientation except that provided visually by one’s surroundings. Whether one was aligned normally to the cabin or, at the gentle thrust of one’s hand, turned vertically upside-down, it felt no different within oneself. And thus was revealed the nature of living on a planet, where one is forever commanded by gravity to be in a certain orientation. It is a dictatorship—of a type. Yet when one is unbound from those constraints, one immediately feels lost.
However the Captain had given me a command and I could not shirk.
Beneath the vessel a glass and steel bubble had been constructed specifically for the purpose of allowing me to observe the planet below with the intention of determining our course, altitude and speed. I braced my feet, undogged the hatch in the deck and pulled it open. A short ladder was provided but was superfluous in this environment.
I allowed my feet to rise “above” me and pulled myself through into the observation bay head first.
If my sensation of falling had been bad before, it now struck me like a blow to the stomach. For beneath me (or above me, for direction had no meaning), through the thick glass, lay Mother Earth, the place of our birth, with the great curve of her horizon running across the sky.
At first I was unable to determine our position. Not only was I breathless watching the huge swirls of cloud that hung below us, but there were no reference points I could recognise. There was a great expanse of blue beneath us, a brilliant white glow to one side, and a vast region of brown.
I closed my eyes to more easily visualise our original trajectory and extrapolate it. I was unprepared for the truth, but once I aligned my thoughts I opened my eyes and could see it clearly as a map. The whiteness was the southern polar ice-cap while the vast rust-red land with green edges was Australia. The far south of that continent was hidden by cloud and I could imagine the storm raging beneath it.
It was then I saw it: The thing that should not have been.
That the Void contains objects both great and small is well known. There are the eight planets, of course, and many of them possess their own orbiting families of satellites, like our own moon.
Between the orbits of Jupiter and Mars are the asteroids: the wreckage of the cataclysmic destruction of an entire planet so many millennia in the past.
Then there are the smaller objects, shooting stars for example, which we now know are rocks falling into the cloak of our atmosphere and burning with a fierce fire, and the comets of which we know almost nothing.
But what I saw was none of these.
I breathed out with a suddenness that revealed I had been holding my breath. The Sun glinted on the metallic surface rotating below me, and somewhat to our stern. It could not be anything except a man-made object—or, if the imaginists are to be believed, the product of some alien intellect. I am too sensible to believe such a thing.
And yet, we were the first humans to have ventured beyond the atmosphere and into the Void. We British possessed the most advanced industry in the world and the Royal Navy the most powerful vessels.
And yet, there it was, mocking everything I held to be true.
“Captain.”
There was no response and I realised I had barely spoken above a whisper. I did not wish to return to the cabin as I feared that if I took my eyes from the anomaly it would vanish never to be seen again.
“Captain!” I shouted with as much volume as I could muster.
There was a pause in which I wondered whether I had been heard or, in a strange panic, if I were suddenly alone in the Void. But then there was the sound of movement at my feet.
“Mr Finley-Blythe? Is there a problem? Have you determined our position?”
I did not wish him to prejudge the matter so I spoke carefully. “There is something I need you to see, sir.”
“If you were to leave your position that would be simplest.”
“Yes, sir. However I would ask that you humour me, and come down here next to me.”
I knew what thoughts would now be marching through his mind. Dr Cholmondley had warned us to be alert for signs of mental derangement in one another. There was no knowing what result might come from the strange experiences we were undergoing, or indeed from energies and particles of which we know nothing.
The object continued to approach and it was clear it would not be hard to see as it turned and glinted. But just as I had decided to leave my post and let the Captain replace me, he determined to follow me down. I squeezed over to the side to give him room.
Women are never concerned about the closeness of others of their sex, they will gladly link arms and embrace their friends and cousins, but it is difficult for men to be in close proximity without great embarrassment. This was such a moment.
After a few moments the Captain had squeezed in beside me.
“What is it you wanted me to see?” he asked.
I did not reply as he cast his eyes about the heavens, the tremendous sight of Mother Earth caused him to sigh. And then I heard a sharp intake of breath as he saw the object.
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We reconvened in the main cabin.
“Gentlemen,” said the Captain. “This is an intriguing situation.”
Captain Chingwell was an officer with more than 10 years’ experience commanding flyers of a wide variety of types and had seen active service in Crimea. And yet I could not help but feel he was unsure of our next move.
“We have believed that the Albatross would be the first vehicle to be thrown into the Void,” he paused. “It appears we were incorrect in that assumption. And we are in the presence of a man-made construction that will pass us in…?” He looked at me.
“I estimate fifteen minutes, sir.” It was a guess; there was no time to prepare a computation for my Jezebel.
“We have two choices: We can hope it passes us by without striking, perhaps make evasive manoeuvres as needed; or we intercept it and see what we can discover of its nature and origin.”
“I do not wish to be branded a coward, Captain,” I blurted out. “If we return safely to our home and must report we hid inside our metal bird, we will not be able to hold our heads up. It may be there is great danger here but I believe we should investigate.”
The Captain smiled and nodded. “A valid point, Mr Finley-Blythe, though I think you forget we are the first three Navy officers to brave the Void. I do not think your bravery would be questioned.”
I felt the heat rise in my cheeks at his words. I remembered the farewell my Beloved had given me, and her words of encouragement. But the Captain continued.
“There is, I believe, a more compelling argument. This object demonstrates there is a power on our world, or beyond it, that possesses a level of industry at least the equal of Her Majesty’s best. Such a power may be a threat to our nation and its colonies. It is our duty to investigate and report what we find as best we may. Mr Finley-Blythe, if you would be so kind as to turn over your first set of notes to Mr Ram for the safe box. Then determine how we may best achieve a rendezvous with the object.”
Much thought had been given to how we might send messages back to the Earth even if we were unable to return ourselves, but all ideas were in vain. One cannot simply drop a message out of the ship in the vain hope it returns to Earth at a location where it may be found. The best idea we could manage was to provide a space in the vessel that would survive any sort of crash landing–as long as we were able to crash somewhere we would be found. So, though we might lose our own lives, we could still pass on such knowledge as we were able.
With that morbid thought in mind I collected my notes, gave them to the engineer who opened the safe box, and placed them inside, while I set about the calculations as best I could.
Once more in the observation area I was astounded by the ship–for such it was–because it was quite enormous. Great riveted and welded plates made up the bulk of its shape. It lacked the smooth contours that assisted atmospheric travel, but instead it was cubic though elongated along one axis. Even its shortest dimension exceeded the not-inconsiderable wingspan of the Albatross.
The whole thing rotated slowly. As I took my measurements and scribbled them on a notepad, one of the longer sides turned to face me and revealed a huge opening with a colossal hatch hanging open like a limp lip. Finally the rear came into view where wide ports for some form of propulsive exhaust stood cold and dark.
Its design suggested only one thing to me: This vessel was never intended to enter the atmosphere. I became cold at the thought. The builders of this Void ship were so confident in their skills they built vessels meant only for the Void itself. As if this were their natural environment.
The brightness of the Sun flashed on the windows of the vessel once more and my eye was drawn to a painted sign on the front, a pictorial representation of an erupting volcano, and the words neatly formed in English: Voice of Krakatoa. It was shock upon shock. The builders spoke our native tongue as their first language.
I took a breath and focused my thoughts to the order I had been given. Within a few minutes I had completed my computations then returned to the Captain with the news of my discoveries and the result of my calculations. The Captain accepted my report with equanimity; he wore his command with confidence.
“If you would take your seats, gentlemen.”
At the Captain’s order we strapped ourselves in. Mr Ram had run the furnace hot to build up steam for the coming manoeuvres and then shut it down. I offered up a prayer to a God I hoped would listen to a miserable servant such as I.
According to the design of Dr Cholmondley, the gyroscopes of the Albatross could be used to alter its attitude to any direction once in the Void, and our vessel had been equipped with steam thrusters for small changes of direction, in order to facilitate our return through the atmosphere. The arithmetic of such manoeuvres was my responsibility.
We had passed across the Antarctic whiteness and emerged near South America. We could see the line of night approaching, we was imperative we perform this manoeuvre soon or we would lose the light.
I had not stowed my pencil and it floated in front of me. When the Captain applied rotational stress to the gyroscope it began to rotate–or rather, we rotated around it. Through the front canopy the image of our Earth traversed as if it were orbiting about us.
And then the view was fully taken up by the lifeless vessel. It was so close I gripped my knees in terror. I heard the Captain swear under his breath but he did not panic as I had done. I watched him operate the steam-thruster controls, following my prescribed plan, and I was pressed into my seat as we rose above the slowly turning monster. The Earth came back into view. The Captain slowed our passage through the Void by driving the rear thrusters and I imagined the bulk of the derelict slipping away beneath us.
Then he rotated us again until we could see the vessel glittering against a black sky filled with stars. He gently nudged the Albatross closer and closer until the firmament was hidden by the enormous bulk of the other vessel.
I prayed again, this time more fervently, as the Captain opened up the rear thrusters to full power and the Albatross leapt forwards. For a moment I believed the Captain had killed us, as all I could see was a blank sloping wall of riveted metal. Then there was an edge and a shadow. Then complete darkness as we slipped through the open hatch. I closed my eyes though it made little difference as we were in complete and utter darkness. I was dragged backwards by my restraints as the Captain opened the forward thrusters to eliminate our relative velocity, and we waited for the inevitable.
Around us the metal leviathan continued to rotate. Inexorably, though we could not see it, the deck of the interior closed on us until the Albatross impacted the wall with great violence. The cabin was filled with the agonised screech of metal against metal, and we would have been thrown about had it not been for the restraints.
Then there was silence.
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The interior lights, my analytical engine and various other devices aboard the Albatross were powered by the electric. The ship possessed the largest capacitors we could carry and still fly. These meant that, even without steam driving the electrical generators, there was sufficient power for a good number of hours.
With our assistance, Dr Cholmondley had spent a great deal of time considering as many different eventualities as could be imagined, so that we could prepare for them. While we had all laughed at the possibility of sirens in the Void (Dr Cholmondley sensibly pointed out that, in space, their voices could not be heard), we had not entertained the notion of encountering another vessel since that was quite unthinkable. However it had been considered that, in the shadow of the Earth, we might find external lights to be of value.
Thus it was the Captain threw the switches that channelled power to the powerful lanterns on the outer hull. And we climbed from our seats to examine our new environment through the thick porthole glass.
I could not quite decide what was more disturbing: The fact that our Void-travelling ship was contained within another vessel of massive size, or that the interior of said vessel was so ordinary. If I had not felt the dreamlike state of constant falling, if I could not see out through the vast opening into the depths of the Void where the stars shone bright and hard, I would have sworn we were in the hold of a sea-going cargo vessel. Such as might have been built by the Brunel Company itself.
What we saw were great riveted sheets of metal. Lines painted up on the walls marked off heights and distances. I say “the walls” but it was a few moments before I was able to get my bearings. It was the gantry running vertically up from our location and the ladders positioned horizontally that provided the necessary visual clues for proper orientation. We had come to rest at one end of the cargo hold, the hatch to the Void behind us and the real floor rising up on our port side.
The external light revealed the reason for this derelict floating through space as, only a few yards from our position, the interior metal of the hold had been torn apart as if it were mere paper.
I drew myself back from the porthole and looked to my right, at where our engineer was also examining the damage. I knew he had seen active service with some of the early ground-based Army walkers and flyers. The tales of horror told of their unreliable nature—with pressure tanks exploding and tearing their pilots to pieces as well as anyone unfortunate enough to be nearby—made me think he might have a better understanding of this situation.
“What do you think, Mr Ram?” I asked.
He looked back at me with his face as impassive as it ever was.
“It received a strike from the outside,” he said. I wondered if he were looking at the same damage as I, and my disbelief must have been apparent—I cannot deny that my Beloved has often said that I am unable to hold a thought inside that does not reveal itself upon my face. “If it were an explosion in the interior the metal would be folded outwards.” At that moment the exterior lights went off.
“We must conserve the power of the capacitors,” said the Captain from forward. “Also we cannot be certain the vessel is unmanned.”
The thought that there might be someone alive aboard had not occurred to me. The vessel had had no lights, surely it must be deserted?
“Which brings us to two conclusions with but a single resolution,” he continued. “If the ship is empty we must explore and determine its origin. If it is not empty, the crew may be in need of assistance and we are duty-bound to assist.”
“They may be enemies,” I said.
“Even so,” he replied.
Another contingency that had been considered before our flight was that the Albatross might need external repair, for we had no idea what we might encounter on our journey. To satisfy this eventuality we had been equipped with suits that had been tested in our vacuum room, adapted from the costume worn by sea divers.
The engineer broke the suits out of their closet while the Captain and I ensured that any loose objects—I recovered my pencil—were put away. I shut down Jezebel, while all other systems were either shut off or put into a quiescent state. We pulled on the Void-suits and went through the procedures that we had drilled a hundred times; we did not want to emulate the small creatures that Dr Cholmondley had exposed to vacuum.
We ate a hearty meal before sealing our helmets into place, and Ishar started the pumps that drew the air from the cabin into the storage bottles. We would not be able to open the hatch until the pressure was low enough. Even when the pumps had extracted all the air they could the door remained firmly fixed in place. Ishar adjusted a valve near the door and vented the remaining atmosphere into the Void, and the door opened easily.
In the manner of climbers we lashed ourselves in a line, the Captain at one end, Ishar Ram at the other and I between them. I allowed myself the momentary fancy of drifting away from the vessel with no means of returning, to die alone and cold when the oxygen ran out. A shiver went through me and I quickly brought myself back to reality.
We each had an electric torch affixed to the helmet with batteries that would sustain them for a few hours. We carefully exited the cabin and floated out into darkness. Our torches created pools of light but beyond those was utter darkness. Our orbit was still on the night side of the planet and would be for a while longer.
Having gathered on the outside of the Albatross we played out the line to ensure it was free of obstruction, while Ishar lashed himself to a metal cleat on the hull. The Captain drew close and we touched our helmets together; it was the only way to communicate as there was no atmosphere to carry sound waves.
“Once we are in the interior we will stay tied together, and only when we are near open Void should we ensure that one end is tied down as now.”
So saying he shook our hands, gathered himself in a crouch with his head pointed at the hole in the wall, and pushed himself off with a steady thrust. We followed him with our lights as he drifted dreamlike across the intervening space. He had judged his flight to perfection; he entered the ragged gap and disappeared from sight.
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It is difficult to put into words my sensations when it came to my turn to enter the black interior. While it is facile to suggest I “flew” across the gap, just as the Captain had done before me, it is not what I felt. It is another of those factors which one may comprehend in one’s mind and yet the truth of the experience is utterly different.
The action of crouching while holding on tight–lest I simply float away from the fuselage of our vessel–was much as you might expect, with a feeling of excitement and anticipation. The sensation when I released my grip and pushed off is something one might experience if floating in the waters of Bath Spa, and were to thrust oneself away from the side. One feels the resistance of one’s body against the push but when one is in the Void the very moment one’s feet leave the surface everything changes: It becomes as if you alone are completely still and it is the rest of Creation that is in motion. Such is the sensation of weightlessness, if I might make so bold as to coin a term, when combined with Newton’s First Law.
But to any observer, namely Ishar Ram and the Captain, I flew to the hole. The Captain’s helmet light was my guide. I believed my aim was true but, as I approached the hole, its lower edge rose up in front of me. As I was no longer part of the physical system that comprised the large vessel, it continued to rotate while I did not. I braced myself and pushed myself from the edge to enter the unfathomable blackness of the interior.
My helmet light showed a passage running at an angle up and down, with a smaller hole blasted into the opposite wall. Clearly the projectile that struck the vessel was of considerable mass and velocity. Looking down the companionway I was overcome with a feeling of vertigo I had not experienced before, and I was grateful when the Captain took hold of my wrist before I fetched up against the opposite wall. I found a pipe running along the corridor and grasped it.
A few moments later Ishar Ram floated through the gap at a sedate pace; he had no doubt observed the effect of the ship’s rotation and adjusted for it as he entered through the very centre of the hole.
We took a few moments to discuss whether we should follow the path of destruction, or the corridor. My personal feeling was that I would rather move through the rooms exposed by the projectile, rather than remain in the upturned companionway which induced such discomfort in me. I disguised my sigh of relief as a slight cough when the Captain concurred. His logic was that the route opened up by the damage would reveal more of the interior more quickly than proceeding room to room.
Let me take a moment to describe the damage wrought on the hull of this great vessel. The point of first entry, the tear through which we had just entered, was some fifteen feet across. The edges were pressed inward just as if it had been penetrated by a huge artillery shell, and the force of impact must have vaporised the majority of it. This spoke of inconceivably high temperatures, perhaps exceeding that of the Sun itself. The walls of the first corridor were indeed scorched and coated with a fine grain powder which I took for soot at first, but further examination suggested was an iron condensate.
The penetration of the next wall had greater width than the entry wound. One can only imagine the fireball that erupted through the outer skin and then burned its way through. I paused for a moment to consider what would have happened to any person within this passageway at the moment of entry. One may be grateful they are unlikely to have even perceived their fate before it overcame and consumed them utterly.
The story was similar in the next space we entered. Nothing remained in this room to suggest its function. One metal door in the “ceiling” stood ajar, but again the walls were coated with grains of metal and nothing else.
The metal of the floor was melted in a deepening groove as the burning projectile had intersected the surface on its fiery trajectory through the vessel. The exit was only six feet across but had penetrated what would have been the junction of wall and floor. As a result we had three room options–the room directly below the one we were in, the room straight ahead, and the one diagonally down–a glance into each showed a similar story so we followed our original plan and tracked the course of the catastrophe.
The projectile had penetrated the opposite wall in the next room but the gap was now only four feet across. We observed something unexpected: The torn edges of the metal were pointing back into the room we currently occupied. We consulted one another on this conundrum but could think of no explanation.
We proceeded into the next room with more care, as the metal projected towards us and the gap was far smaller. We dared not risk rupturing our suits.
This was the final room of devastation; the projectile had not forced an exit. I wondered for a moment whether it had somehow bounced and returned the way it had come, which might explain why the metal edges were turned in the wrong direction. It was a foolish notion.
Other evidence presented itself, however, though there was no exit wound, every wall in the place revealed melted metal, indeed walls, floor and ceiling bulged outwards. In addition this room had been possessed of three doors, now just dark openings with the remains of steel doors hanging by torn hinges.
The projectile had penetrated this far and exploded. Did that mean it was a weapon? That thought was a terrifying one: not only were we not the first men in the Void, was it possible the occupants of this vessel were at war with others?
There was little more we could do here and our air supplies were not inexhaustible. We estimated our position to be near the far side of the vessel, and chose the door to the left in an effort to make our way to the prow where we supposed we would find the Bridge and perhaps be able to solve the mysteries of this strange vessel.
The new companionway was scorched for a few yards but soon lost all indication of damage. It turned right and then left, which brought us face-to-face with the first member of the ship’s crew.
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Beyond the process of testing to ensure their integrity in a vacuum, and cautions in regard to the prevention of damage, little had been discussed about the avoidance of voiding one’s stomach into one’s vacuum suit in the presence of horrifying death.
The nature of the event leading to this crewman’s death was easy to read. The remains of the door, from the room we had but recently vacated, had been driven with tremendous violence into the wall ahead of us. It was an outer wall and the door had hit it at an angle such that an edge of it had been driven through two sheets of steel. The temperature must have been tremendous as the door had been fused with the metal of the wall by the force of its impact. Its angle was such that its greater portion protruded inwards.
By a quirk of terrible fate the crewman had been in the wrong place at the moment of impact and had been sandwiched between the door and the wall. One must assume the small mercy that his death had been so sudden that he did not see the end of his life when it came upon him.
One half of his body, though grey and skeletal, was unmarked by his violent death. His undamaged left arm and leg were splayed out at unnatural angles. The remainder of his torso was hidden by the edge of the displaced door, but it was clear it could not be whole. If this had been the sum total of the damage I believe I would have had no trouble confining the contents of my stomach where it belonged.
Where his extremities were largely undamaged, the flesh and muscle of his head had been ripped away and scorched. The bone of his skull casing was smashed inwards and remnants of desiccated brain matter hung from the remaining orifices of his head.
My stomach heaved and I turned abruptly from the appalling sight. The idea of the inside of my suit being plastered with the contents of my stomach forced me to control the otherwise involuntary reactions.
I felt a hand fall on my shoulder. No doubt it was meant as a comfort, but in the weightlessness of this strange and disorienting world, the net effect was to set me turning slowly head-over-heels. The twisting world disturbed my stomach even more. I reached out my hand and arrested my movement. Lying parallel to what had once been the floor.
Finally I regained my composure and pushed myself into an upright position in relation to the others. At that moment the turning of the ship brought the puncture in the hull in line with the Sun. The corridor lit up with the intense brightness. And we were momentarily dazzled.
As my eyes adjusted, I saw the Captain reach into his pocket and pull out his pistol. He raised it in my direction. The Captain was the only crew member permitted a firearm on the trip. The reasoning was simple enough: Men in trying conditions do not always behave with complete rationality. The Captain was the one with the most experience of flying, and of difficult situations. Therefore he was most likely the one to keep his head.
I was forced to doubt this as the gun came up. Then Ishar grabbed my arm and pulled me towards him, past the Captain who kept his gun trained along the corridor behind me. I cursed myself for a fool once again.
Ishar’s action caused me to spin around and I spotted the dark figure of a man further down the companionway. As we watched the figure seemed to rotate—though it was us turning with the ship—and one of his arms crumpled against the wall arresting his motion and causing him to rebound in another direction.
The Captain moved forward, keeping his gun at the ready. We followed, drifting along the corridor towards the second body.
This one was apparently undamaged but as dead as the first. His flesh, such as it was, was like parchment. If you have ever attended the unwrapping of an Egyptian mummy, you will know how he looked. His eye sockets contained the dust-remains of what must once have been his eyeballs. He had a head of dark hair and was possessed of a full beard.
Seeing the body whole, I was able to take in more of the detail and noted his clothing resembled a uniform of some sort. It had mottled stains across it which, in a moment of revelation and revulsion, I realised had been left behind as his blood, and other bodily fluids, exited his body and evaporated. Dr Cholmondley’s experiments with various rodents in the artificial vacuum had demonstrated the effect.
Our pressurised air containers would provide us with good air for another couple of hours but if we were to determine the origin and state of this vessel we must press on.
We moved along the companionway. There were doors on our left at intervals and in our haste we chose to ignore them. The external wall had no portholes which I found unusual. Did these experienced Void travellers know of some particular and dangerous quality of the Void that meant they lived forever encased within metal walls? It was hard to merit, these were clearly men and we always want to see where we are. How could one travel the Void and not want to see the stars? It was another puzzle to add to the list.
We were becoming adept at movement in weightlessness and traversed the remaining length of the companionway expeditiously. We had been unable to judge the size of the vessel from the outside and now, inside, it was clear its length was at least a quarter-mile: larger by far than most vessels, except perhaps one of Herr Zeppelin’s creations, and a good proportion of those were gas-bag.
The door at the end, unlike those we had passed, was designed to be air-tight and possessed a rotating locking mechanism. It took two of us, Ishar and me, braced against the walls to gain sufficient purchase in order to turn it.
When it was fully unlocked we put our shoulders to it. It resisted our efforts for a long moment and then, after a particularly strenuous effort, it gave with a puff of air. The door flew open and struck the inner wall. If there had been atmosphere I don’t doubt it would have resounded with a tremendous clang.
Then I jumped as another body floated out, no doubt driven by the flow of the thin atmosphere within the room. We watched it pass, and then the Captain brought out his pistol once more. This body was wearing a suit not unlike our own, but as the man’s chest came into view we saw three bullet wounds, and blood stains, in the strong rubberised fabric.
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The space we now entered was a short passage with a similar door at the far end with a rotating lock mechanism. The Captain approached it and gestured for Ishar and me to open it in the same manner as before. I noted Ishar was examining the wall next to the door and tapped him on the shoulder.
He glanced around as I pointed to the Captain. I pushed against the wall and drifted towards this next obstacle. Such was my increasing confidence in this strange new world that, when my initial impulse caused me to rotate, I simply stretched out my arm and dragged my fingers along the wall to arrest the motion. I came to a gentle halt next to the Captain. He was still looking behind me and I turned. The thought that Ishar might be disobeying an order crossed my mind. The Indian Mutiny was not so long ago as to be forgotten. But, within his helmet, I could see him shaking his head, as he drifted in our direction.
The Captain turned to face him, and I followed his example, as Ishar gestured for us to draw close. I was quite taken aback since Ishar was even less vocal than I. If he wished to originate a communication it must be important. We touched helmets.
“Is there a problem, Mr Ram?” asked the Captain.
“Excuse me, Captain. No disrespect intended. I have observation.”
“Out with it then, Mr Ram.”
Ishar paused as if gathering his words. “We close this door first. There is air beyond other door.”
“And why do you think that?”
“There is mechanism in wall for equalisation of atmosphere. There—” he indicated behind us “—and there.” He pointed at a place beside the next door.
I pointed my helmet lamp at the wall, and sure enough, flush within the wall was a small door. I reached out and placed my thumb into a gap that allowed me to pull it. Sure enough the spring-loaded hatch door flipped open, revealing a lever. I realised I had lost contact with Ishar’s helmet and leaned back. “…old sea-going vessels.”
“We will do as you suggest, Mr Ram.”
The Captain indicated I should close the hatch by which we had entered. We had to assume, since we had had to fight against the atmospheric pressure to open the door, the valve mechanism must be in its closed position. I examined it briefly and noted it was in the same position as the one at the other end.
This fact alone gave me pause. If both valves (and both doors) were in the closed position how was it that there had been almost no air contained within this room? Had it leaked out? Or had it been emptied and then air leaked from the farther door? It seemed likely that either one or other of the hatches or valves was not completely sealed.
It made little difference. We were not intending to remain for any extended duration. Our task now was simply to identify the origin of this vessel and take that information back to Her Majesty’s Government.
The Captain arranged things thusly: Ishar was given the task of operating the valve while I stood ready to operate the door mechanism. The Captain held his gun ready a short distance back, to give him a clear view and time to respond to any threat.
It was not that I did not trust the Captain’s skill with a gun, but I did not relish being in his firing line. I resolved to push away from the door as soon as I had it opening.
The Captain signalled to Ishar Ram who proceeded to pull the lever. For a long time it seemed as if nothing were happening, then I heard a distant sound. It was a constant hiss that grew steadily louder. It took me more than a minute before I realised the significance of the noise. It meant there was atmosphere to carry the sound. The room was filling with air. Ishar had been entirely right.
The hissing sound diminished to nothing. I heard the Captain’s voice, muffled through two helmets, instructing me to open the door. I applied pressure to the wheel and it turned more easily than the other, even so each rotation was accompanied by an excruciating grind of metal. If there were any living person beyond this door they would doubtless be alerted to our presence.
The locking mechanism reached its final turn and I glanced back at the Captain. I nodded, as yet unaccustomed to the fact that I could simply speak.
“Open the door, Mr Finley-Blythe,” ordered the Captain.
I braced my knee against the bulkhead and pulled hard. The door came free with only the slightest stickiness and then flew back. I let go and rocketed back across the room. My helmet struck the wall with tremendous force and the reverberating noise inside was deafening. The rest of my body thudded against the metal of the ship. I cursed the perversity of Creation in granting my wish to escape possible injury from gunfire and replacing it with indignity and bruising.
When I regained my composure I found myself alone with only the shadow of Ishar passing through into the next room. The Captain must already have entered.
I do not claim to be a hero. I have little in my personal experience to suggest I am a brave person but seeing my compatriots entering a possible dangerous situation energised me. I gathered myself against the bulkhead and launched myself the length of the room. Just as I had when I first flew weightless, I caught the top of the door and guided myself through. On this occasion I maintained my grip to absorb my speed and entered the room at a practical velocity.
The room we entered was our hoped-for destination. We had reached the Bridge. There were chart tables and even a large Babbage analytical, though an old model. The forward wall boasted windows composed of thick glass and the light of the Sun was slanting through, moving across the room as the ship turned.
Ishar and the Captain had made their way to the centre of the open space. They were looking back in my direction but they were not looking at me. The Captain was in the process of lowering his gun, his attention fully occupied by the man who hung effortlessly between wall and floor. And in this man’s hand was a large gun, the muzzle of which was pointing directly at me.
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I had received basic training when I joined the Navy. It had been six weeks of my life that I would gladly forget. My natural capacity for handling the mathematics and algebra required for the position of computationer, or navigator, did not suit the rough and tumble of combat. I did not excel; I was merely adequate.
But in those few weeks I had become reasonably adept in the handling of the pistol and rifle, and which part of a gun could be considered safe. As good as that training was, it did not involve having the dangerous end pointing in my direction.
“When did Lassiter get reinforcements?” the man demanded of me. His eyes were wide and I recognised a kindred feeling in him: that of fear. I could not place his accent. It was not British, though he spoke English without hesitation, it might have been Australian, or perhaps South African. His skin was tanned but his features marked him as a Caucasian.
“Who is Lassiter?” asked the Captain calmly. The man jerked his eyes in the Captain’s direction, and the gun’s barrel moved out of direct line with my chest. With the immediate threat removed I took in the look of this man: on board a ship that should not even exist. He appeared to be wearing a uniform of sorts with a naval cut. It was grey in colour and where a uniform is usually cut tight around the limbs—just as ours were—his was loose to permit ease of movement. I deduced it was designed to be worn in an environment of constant weightlessness.
But he did not have the look of a sailor. It is a difficult thing to put into words, but there was a softness about him, as if he were not used to the physical labour that running even a “Void ship” might entail. He had a ragged beard of several days’ growth and his clothes were not clean. I wondered how long he had been here alone.
“Don’t try to be clever. That’s the door that leads from the engine room. When did you come on board?”
“I remove my helmet,” said Ishar. I was once more astonished; I would wait for any cue from the Captain before making a move. I thought that would be Ishar’s first thought also. And yet, for a second time, he was acting with independence. I believe I envied him that strength of will.
The gun swung away from me completely and pointed directly at our engineer. He raised his hands to his helmet without rushing and undogged the catches. He gave the helmet a twist and lifted it off. I saw him react with disgust as he drew in his first breath. It was at this point I realised his plan: our air was limited, better we used what we had around us to preserve our own supplies.
The Captain had been watching him carefully. He stowed his gun in his pocket in an easy move that did not attract attention. Whoever this man was, he must be inexperienced in any form of armed combat since he had not demanded his potential enemy hand over his weapon. The Captain unlatched and removed his helmet.
I followed suit. My movements attracted his attention until he determined I was simply doing the same thing. The outside air flooded in and I breathed in a sewer of scents. I almost choked, and considered what the sanitary arrangements might be on such a vessel. It must be a problem they had solved but if there were no water closet in this sealed area? I chose not to think more along those lines.
“What’s your name?” asked the Captain.
“What’s yours?”
“Captain James Chingwell, RN. This is my engineer Ishar Ram; and that’s my computationer Lawrence Finley-Blythe. And you?”
“What’s R-N?”
“Royal Navy.”
This response was met with confused silence for a moment as he mouthed the words the Captain had spoken. Then he laughed, though it came out as more of a bark and was entirely without humour.
“Good joke,” he said. “But stupid.” He raised his gun and fired in the direction of Ishar. There was the sound of a metallic ricochet followed quickly by another. Ishar had twisted himself in an attempt to avoid the bullet but it seemed it had not been aimed directly at him. “Lie to me again, Captain Chingwell, and I will kill your crew. And then you.”
There was the slight chink of metal on metal above my head and I looked up to see the twisted remains of the bullet bounce off the ceiling and float towards the window. The ship had turned again. The windows now looked out on a black sky filled with stars, with a quarter-moon hanging there. I watched the rotating fragment of metal as it headed away from me. Something at the edge of the window caught my eye: a shadow blocked a few stars at the corner of the glass, and then moved away again. I peered intently but saw nothing further. I must have imagined it.
The Captain sighed. “What do you want to know?”
“That’s better,” he shifted his position but kept his gun trained on Ishar. “What’s Lassiter planning?”
“We’ve only just come aboard. He hasn’t confided in us.”
I wondered if there was any way I could change the balance of power, whether I could distract him without putting anyone at risk. I was still by the door. The fool hadn’t forced us to move together so he could keep us all in view. I lifted my helmet slowly so as not to attract his attention and carefully unscrewed the air hoses from it. I kept my eyes fixed on the man so I could stop if he looked in my direction.
“What was your plan coming up here?”
“To see if you were alive, to parley if need be.” I was amazed at how the Captain kept to the truth and gave nothing away. The first hose came free in my hand. I saw the Captain glance in my direction. He did not shake his head but looked back quickly.
“Perhaps someone new to talk to can give you a new perspective,” he continued. “What is it you want?”
The second hose drifted away from the helmet. I took a firm hold of the top of the door and swung my arm back. I threw the helmet at our captor, the force of it swung me back, according to Newton’s First Law, but as I maintained my grip on the door frame the force pushed me back through the doorway, out of sight.
The man gave a cry of surprise and the deck echoed once more to gunfire. Intent on assisting my fellow crewmen I pulled myself back into the room. Only to watch, in horror, as a small section of the outer wall, near the window, erupted inwards.
The force of the detonation pummelled me backwards and the noise beat against my ears, only to be replaced by the scream of the precious atmosphere escaping into the blackness of the Void.
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During our training, the risk of a puncture to the hull had been a constant worry. We had drilled incessantly on the actions to take in such an eventuality. What one did depended on the nature of the breach. However we had not drilled on how to deal with such a situation when under threat from a third party, at whom one had just thrown one’s helmet.
The explosion inwards from the hull was short-lived. Within moments the desire of the interior atmosphere to escape into the Void overcame the power of the explosion. The room was filled with the screeching of escaping air, while loose articles floated at increasing speed towards the rupture.
Recovering my helmet was foremost in my mind as the movement of the air pulled me across the Bridge. As I tried to locate it, I saw the Captain pulling his helmet into position, and the feet of our adversary disappearing into the room behind him. He had not been wearing a Void-suit so I surmised he was intending to put one on.
I spotted my helmet, drifting at ever-increasing speed towards the breach in the hull. In a moment of terror I realised there was nothing in my vicinity I could use to push myself off and achieve the velocity needed for me to catch it before it disappeared through the opening and was lost to the Void. I struggled against the air around me, trying to gain purchase on its very particles. To no avail.
“Finley-Blythe!”
The Captain’s voice cut through my panic and I turned towards him. His helmet was in position and he had launched himself from the table in my direction. He rocketed along a trajectory intended to intercept me, his arms outstretched.
In times of emergency, any means will do. As he approached he twisted his body in the air so he impacted feet first, bending his legs to absorb the impact. Then he straightened his legs in a firm thrust that launched us in opposite directions, he towards the ceiling and I down into the corner. It was reminiscent of billiard balls careening off one another.
The impulse he had imparted to me caused me to rotate in the air; however this was to my advantage as I came up against the wall feet first. Just as the Captain had done I allowed my legs to absorb the impact. I craned my head to see what I must do.
The helmet was continuing to accelerate towards the hole. Those instant mental calculations at which the human mind is so skilled told me it would be a close thing. With the kind of strength only emergency can facilitate, I launched myself with as much force as I could muster. It did not matter with what velocity I struck the far side as long as I had my helmet.
I miscalculated.
It took me less than a moment of flight to see that my path through the atmosphere was changing. While I had become skilled at figuring straight-line flight in a weightless condition, I had not allowed for the rotation of the very ship itself, and how it turned the atmosphere within it. My mass, compared to that of the helmet, was significantly less affected by the air particles. As a result, the helmet did not maintain its straight course, but I did. In the short time it took me to traverse the distance, it moved just out of range. I flailed my arms in a vain attempt to reach it.
I struck the window and turned to watch in despair as my life saver accelerated inexorably towards the breach in the hull.
Seemingly from nowhere Ishar appeared. He was not moving fast but, like a rugby player, he intercepted my helmet, caught it in the crook of his arm, and held it tight to his body.
A movement beyond the window caught my eye. My attention was pulled from Ishar as I realised there was a group of three men in Void-suits outside on the hull. Each had a gun in his hand and watched the escaping air and random oddments it carried with it.
I could not conceive what kind of internecine conflict we had stumbled into but these men must be part of the “Lassiter” faction. As I watched, the flow of escaping air reduced sharply.
Bringing my attention back to the interior I saw that Ishar had been carried to the breach and his body now blocked it. He had released my helmet and it drifted. I pushed off and grabbed it before it floated too far.
Filled with relief I turned it to the correct position in order to put it on, and went cold. I remembered the gunshot when I distracted the crewman. A neat bullet hole punctured the glass with striated cracks leading from it.
Ishar jerked and cried out. I stared at him in confusion. He was fumbling at the latches of his own helmet but he did not seem concentrated on the task. Again he cried out.
“Take my helmet,” he said, his voice strained as if he were in agony.
“No, you need it,” I replied, though my heart went out to him for such a noble gesture.
But he was not listening. His eyes lost their focus. His hands ceased to work the catches of his helmet then a few drops of blood escaped from his mouth and floated from his face.
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I had never seen anyone die before, and to see that certain ineffable quality leave the fleshly shell as Ishar’s eyes became empty moved me.
Air continued to leak around Ishar’s body and escape into the Void beyond. I had no time to delay; I must remove his helmet and use it for myself. It seemed such a violation of his person and yet there was no choice.
With fingers fumbling through my gloves I worked at the clips, in an effort to release them. I could hear a distant crashing of metal on metal but I could not spend any thought as to its meaning. Tiny globes of water floated away from my face and I realised they were tears. I wiped the back of my glove across my face.
I was breathing heavily and deeply, as if I were out of breath. The air was thinning. It was as if I stood upon the top of a high mountain, higher than any mountain of our Earth. I giggled then realised this was wrong, and focused on my task.
I released the helmet and pulled it awkwardly from Ishar’s head. I muttered an apology as his head flew back and struck the metal of the hull. My thoughts were twisting like a bucket of eels and I could not recall which thought I should be thinking.
My attention was brought back to reality as the helmet tried to escape my grasp. I knew I must not let it go lest I lose it forever, so clung to it harder. I lost focus again, all I could see was the face of my Beloved reaching out to me as she slipped away into grey that was attempting to envelope me. She kept telling me to let go. So I did and let the grey take me.
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I opened my eyes as if I had been plunged into cold water. I expected to see my Beloved leaning over me, asking me what was wrong. Instead it was the concerned face of the Captain that greeted me, half his face bright with sunlight, and the other in deepest shadow.
As he leant forward my mind was filled with the strange idea that he was attempting to kiss me. I shuddered at the thought and realised that I must have come close to joining Ishar in death. My thoughts were still confused. The helmets touched.
“Are you with us, Mr Finley-Blythe?”
I did not trust my voice and nodded. There was something floating in front of me. I tried to brush it away only to realize it was a drop of dried and crystallised blood on the inside of the glass: Ishar’s blood.
“We must escape as soon as we may, but follow my lead.”
Escape? I wondered. The Captain pulled me away from the floor and into an upright position and the meaning of his comment became clear.
There were now four men in Void-suits in the room, two of them had guns trained on us. The other two were examining the controls and had one wall panel open and its innards pulled out. Our original captor was nowhere in sight.
We two were still positioned close to the rupture in the hull while Ishar’s body floated grotesquely off to one side, lashed to a pipe by a loop around one wrist. I glanced at his face: It had already taken on a desiccated appearance.
Though I was unaware of the exact details of what had happened during my period of unconsciousness, the nature of the events that had played out was clear enough. These men, perhaps “Lassiter” was among them, had hatched a plan to take the Bridge just as we had arrived, unexpectedly.
It was plain to see that, while air pressure was maintained on the Bridge, the single man here could defend himself against anyone attempting to enter through the airlock—as we had done. We were lucky we had not simply been shot out of hand.
However by rigging an explosion in the hull it would cause rapid decompression which, even if it did not kill the defender, would force him to take cover and the entry through the airlock would no longer require time to equalise air pressure. This explained the banging I heard just before I passed out. But, with Ishar blocking the hole and slowing down the escape of air, their plans had been upset.
They had managed to make their entry once the pressure had reduced enough but, with the Captain ensuring my survival, he had not been able to prevent their entry.
I looked across at the Captain; he was staring at me intently as if he were trying to communicate something. As I watched he directed his eyes purposefully towards the rupture in the hull.
I had an idea and hoped he would understand and work with me. I rolled my eyes and waved my arms a little, as if I were out of control. Then allowed myself to float up with my eyes closed and my limbs splayed out like a starfish. There was a long pause and my helmet impacted the ceiling. Then I felt someone grab my arm.
“Finley-Blythe?”
“I am well, Captain. It is a ruse, so we can talk.”
“Well done, but we must be quick or they will suspect.”
“You intend to escape through the rupture, sir?”
“It is our only hope. Then we must make our way around the hull to our vessel.”
“We will require some sort of distraction.”
“Good Lord!”
The Captain’s outburst was not directed at me. I felt his grip on my arm tighten and then let go. For a moment I felt the terror of being left alone by the only remaining person I could consider to be a friend in this strange world. I opened my eyes to find myself floating by the ceiling. I twisted around and took in the events unfolding around me. The missing crew member had emerged from wherever he had hidden and had already shot the two men working on the panel. They floated a short distance away, turning over and over, one of the bodies twitched and convulsed while drops of blood flowed in curved lines from their bodies in a horrific semblance of art.
The remaining three were engaged in a gun battle. Their attention focused on one another. It seemed we had our diversion.
I pulled my body into a tight ball in order to rotate faster. My feet came up to the ceiling and I pushed firmly. I wanted to thrust as hard as I could but the rupture in the hull was not wide and an error would result in my Void-suit being ripped to shreds, so I restrained my panic. I passed the Captain as he attempted to manoeuvre himself into a position to escape.
My aim was true and I exited the rupture.
I twisted again to view the hole as I left it behind and watched as the Captain clawed his way to freedom. The rupture was in the very front of the vessel and its square prow became clearly defined as I moved away.
It was then I realised my error.
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Anoxia is perhaps not the worst death in the world. But to feel the utter loneliness of the Void as one passes from awareness to unconsciousness as one’s oxygen supply depletes was not a prospect I welcomed. All my life I had been cursed with a morbid imagination; I could see the multiple outcomes of events as they transpired and was able to predict a thousand negative alternate futures in but a moment.
I knew it was this curse that provided the basis of my skill as a computationer. In this new trade, one is always calculating the possible results of the different routes through the Lovelace codes, looking for stumbles and clashes. It is true that, as I grew older, my predisposition to nightmares and day terrors had reduced but it had never left me completely.
And here, in the utter desolation of the Void, that predisposition took possession of me. My thoughts were gripped with the horror that was to come. And the fact that one day soon I would become one of those shooting stars, a brief flame in the firmament by which some lovers might make a wish.
The black disc of the Earth blocked the light of the stars while the silver of the moon reflected across a vast expanse of ocean. The approach of dawn made a bright white arc through the thin layer of atmosphere and glowed like the ring I had bought for my Beloved.
And with the ease of a dream, my thoughts turned to her. I recalled those afternoons during the summer, sitting out on a picnic blanket offering her daisies that she wove into a crown and placed upon my head. Her laugh echoed through the emptiness of my future as I felt once more the tender touch of her lips against mine.
Anger invested me. I would not be torn from her. She would not learn of my death from an anonymous administrator in a letter that would be filled with lies due to the secret nature of our mission. Besides, the Captain would be unable to pilot the ship on his own since it required a minimum crew of two.
I opened my eyes. Light from the dawning Sun glinted off the distant derelict. The laws of Sir Isaac Newton dictated that any effort in one direction I made here in the Void would be matched by an equal effort in the opposite direction: the sum being zero. There was no action I could make within myself that could arrest my motion.
However that same law meant that if I threw something from me, the opposing force would change my direction and velocity. I made an inventory of the items about me. There were various small items, such as a notepad and pencil, and a spanner and screwdriver set which possessed a more reasonable amount of mass. Mass was, of course, the other part of the equation: Items with less mass must be ejected faster to have the same effect as an item with greater mass at a lower velocity.
I examined my position in relation to the derelict. I had not exited the rupture in a line along its main axis, but slightly off-centre so now all of its massive length was in view including the great open hatch in its side, where the Albatross lay.
This information told me what I needed to know, though I could not judge my relative speed. I thanked the Creator I had resisted the temptation to thrust myself at full speed through the rupture or I would have had no hope at all.
Through various jerks and tucks I moved myself round until I faced away from the vessel. As an experiment I took the pencil and threw it as hard as I could away from me.
I had failed to consider the rotational effect and found myself describing lazy circles round my centre of gravity located around the middle of my back. I managed to arrest my motion through new contortions and sending the notepad off in a manner that counter-acted my spin but was still in the direction of slowing my retreat from safety.
I could not tell if I had reduced my speed but logic and the laws of physics told me I must have done, even if only a little. The Sun had fully risen now and the stranded ship was highlighted in shining reflections counterpointing the utter darkness of the shadows. With the Sun fully on me I found half my body heating up while the other half was frigid with cold.
I was out of items that could be thrown but something nagged at me. I focused my thoughts: Why was my centre of gravity located in my upper back? Why was it not in my belly—or perhaps solar plexus? If I had not been wearing my helmet I would have struck my own head for the fool I was. I carried the mass of my breathing apparatus, and the cylinders of air, which must be running low now.
A cold certainty came upon me: I knew how to regain the ship, but if I made any mistake I condemned myself to a swift and terrible death. But if I did nothing I would die anyway.
I carefully unstrapped the breathing apparatus and prepared to unhook the breathing tube. It had a valve which operated to allow fresh air to enter but prevented used air going in the other direction. It had not been designed to hold air against a vacuum on the other side. I looked at the gauge and determined the cylinders held enough air for another twenty minutes.
This was my dilemma: to live for another twenty minutes then slip into unconsciousness and die; or take a risk that might kill me immediately, or use up my air in an attempt that could fail for a dozen different reasons. My calculating mind showed me all the ways it could go wrong while my heart reminded me of my Beloved waiting for me, and the Captain who could not escape without my assistance.
I would like to say I also thought of my country’s need to know of these men in the Void, but that did not feature in my considerations.
So, like a pearl diver in tropical waters, I took deep breaths to fill my blood with oxygen, took a firm grasp of the connector and unscrewed the air tube from my suit.
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I held my breath. My eyes glued to the open air-inlet for any signs the valve had failed under the pressure for which it had not been designed. There was no tell-tale sign of condensing water vapour streaming from the tube. There was no sound of hissing inside the suit either but I could not rely on the valve holding for long, and I did not have much time before the oxygen in the suit would become exhausted.
The air hose had been constructed such that it only allowed air to flow when it was connected. Releasing the tube I dug into a pocket and pulled out the toolkit. Fumbling in my haste I extracted the screwdriver. I almost let go of the rest in my hurry to implement my plan but, at the last moment, good sense got the better of me. I forced myself to relax and replaced the toolkit in my pocket.
If I had attempted to use the toolkit as propulsion, the way I had thrown the other items, I would have been unable to implement my plan at all. Who was to say that I would not need the other tools at some point soon? Waste not want not, as my mother used to say. Perhaps she had not been wrong. If I somehow returned to the bosom of the Earth I would tell her that she had saved my life.
From my previous efforts I had determined that I should direct the stream of air along a line that would pass through my centre of gravity. If I was too far off I would set myself spinning, possibly to the point where I would never again achieve stability. But the benefit of my earlier attempt was that it had shown me that the centre was located in the region of my middle back.
In an ideal world I would have had my own personal thrusters that could drive me forwards. In this very real world I must drive myself backwards. I counselled myself that I would not achieve a perfect line at the first try.
The air within the suit was becoming thicker and I forced myself to cease these prevarications.
Holding the tube firmly with one hand such that it pointed away from my chest, I inserted the screwdriver with my other hand. I could not find the right point at first then, suddenly, there was a burst of air from the tube. I could feel the slight acceleration it imparted. I immediately removed the screwdriver to gauge the result.
I could discern no change. I had not caused myself to rotate so it seemed I had achieved a good line but I did not think I had succeeded in reversing my path. I took a deep breath which utterly failed to bring the relief I needed. My head had begun to throb.
Once more I directed the tube away from me and pressed the screwdriver against the release inside it. I decided to give a count of ten. The Earth was to my right and each time it moved up, down or more in front of me I adjusted the direction of the thrust. I reached the count of ten and shut off the flow. I desperately wanted to wipe the sweat forming on my face where its salt was stinging my eyes. I kept trying to breathe harder and faster but I overrode my body’s unthinking reaction to the lack of oxygen.
My thinking was clouded but from somewhere I had an idea. Could I not reattach my air supply? Once more I fumbled with the tubes and rotated the screw mechanism again and again, like winding an automaton. Fresh air flowed into the suit and I breathed hard and fast.
Rationality returned quickly and I needed to find out how my plan had fared. In a series of jerking movements I managed to turn and my heart became one of ice.
The ship was gone. There was nothing before me but the firmament filled with the glorious multi-coloured jewels of the stars. I resigned myself. There was no hope. I would die here amid the glory of God. At least I would not have far to travel to meet with St Peter. I laughed at the foolishness of my thought, and then wondered at the strange thin object snaking up in front of me.
It was coming at me very fast. I realised it was a rope. A rope in the Void? I reached out and caught at it. I really was going quite fast and it was slipping through my hand before I even got close. I tightened my grip and the change in forces caused me to rotate.
The huge vessel swung into view; I had been oriented such that it was out of my direct view. My plan had been successful. I grasped the rope, it straightened out. My arm straightened and was jerked hard, ripping at the tendons in my shoulder. I hung on to my lifeline desperately, but the cord was escaping through my glove as the combined mass and velocity dragged me onwards. Imagine if you can, throwing yourself into a pit and attempting to arrest your fall by grabbing a rope. That is what I was attempting.
Then I was grasping at nothing. The end of the line escaped me and its elasticity caused it to spring back towards the ship. I turned myself to face it and could see the Captain floating beside it, gathering up the rope as it returned to him.
I fully expected to see the ship moving away from me but it did not, I realised that I must have arrested almost all my velocity with the rope. Hope grew in my heart as he coiled the rope around his forearm and prepared to launch it a second time. But as he prepared to throw it a figure appeared around one edge of the ship. He had a gun and I could do nothing except watch as he took aim at the Captain.
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From my vantage point away from the vessel I could see both the Captain, preparing to launch the rope once more, and his assailant with his gun. I could not remain a passive spectator as this crime unfolded beneath me. Almost without thought my hand went to my pocket and found my small toolbox.
But there was no time. The light of the muzzle flash reflected briefly on the ship and I fully expected to hear the loud report, though that was impossible. I focused my attention on the Captain but saw no reaction. The fellow had missed and, even better, the force of the shot had thrown him into a slow spin.
Oblivious to the threat, the Captain tossed the rope towards me. As before his aim was good and this time I was ready for the line as it snaked out towards me, its momentum causing it to unravel as it came.
And yet it missed. Like Tantalus reaching for the fruit forever beyond his reach, I too strained to capture the rope that now hung so short a distance from me. But the Void offers no purchase and all my manoeuvrings and thrashings were in vain.
Worse still, the man with the gun had regained his composure. He had braced himself against a mechanism protruding from the surface of the vessel, and was once more preparing to shoot at the Captain.
This time I could not delay. I took careful aim—remembering that any object will move in an exact straight line—and threw the toolbox with all the strength I could muster. I immediately rotated in space at a relatively slow rate. I watched the toolbox speed on its journey but soon lost sight of my quarry as my rotation took them from my view.
But my throw had imparted more than just rotational movement. There must have been a directional component as well. When I had turned three-quarters of the way around, I felt something brushing against my leg. My immediate, nervous reaction was to kick at it, but as I did so it came to me that there was only one thing out here in the Void with me: the rope that I so dearly wished to reach. I glanced down and there it was.
As it is not a rigid object, the rope’s reaction to my kick was merely to move somewhat until the energy I had imparted was absorbed along its sinuous length—you can observe a similar phenomenon by flicking a piece of string floating on water. Suffice to say, I had not pushed it away and I was able to get a firm grasp.
Using the rope as my anchor I turned myself round to determine the events that had unfolded while I had been unable to view them.
The assailant with the gun drifted a few feet above the surface of the vessel’s hull. That he was in the throes of a painful death was clear by the way he wriggled and jerked. His gloved hands were pressed against the glass of his helmet in a vain attempt to prevent the loss of air from the cracks I could see marring its smooth surface.
I could only think that my action had somehow been successful. Either I had struck his helmet causing it to crack or, in response to my attack, he had struck his helmet against something hard. By whatever means, the man was dying the death I had so recently feared, faced and come through. He would not be so lucky.
The gun was not in his hand and indeed was nowhere to be seen.
I pulled myself hand over hand along the rope, down towards the figure of the Captain. It is true that once my momentum had been established I no longer required the rope. However, by this time, I was heartily exhausted by the weightless condition and clung to my only contact with safety.
That there was something wrong with the Captain became apparent before I reached him. His right arm was crossed over his chest with his hand gripped tightly around his upper left arm. Meanwhile he had anchored himself by hooking one leg around the rope so that he would not drift. He was not looking up to follow my progress.
As I approached the solid mass of the Void ship, I turned myself once more so that I descended feet first. I saw the, now motionless, crewman floating slowly away from the vessel. I did not have time to consider that a man had died a terrible death by my hand.
The Captain jerked back as my feet floated down past him. Small globules of crystalline redness slid by me and I realised that he had been hit, albeit in the arm, and his suit must be punctured. I touched my helmet to his.
“We must regain our ship, Captain.”
“Indeed we must, Mr Finley-Blythe.”
I cannot tell you, after such a long time alone in the silence of the Void, how good it was to hear a voice of a friend. His pain was evident but the practicalities of the situation demanded he put it to one side.
The rope had followed me down. I swiftly attached it to his belt hook and then fed it through my own. The Captain had attached his end to a metal cleat on the hull with a fast-release nautical knot that I pulled free in an instant.
I realised that my breathing was becoming heavier, and that the air in my suit seemed hotter. I knew immediately what these symptoms meant. There was no alternative but to find our Albatross as quick as may be. Before the air leaked from the Captain’s suit. And the oxygen ran out in mine.
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Tethered like two mountaineers, we clambered across the outer structure of the great vessel. It was hard to maintain our grip on the hull. As the great ship rotated it tried to throw us off, but the surface was not smooth due to the ladders, pipes, cleats, and external mounts for devices that could only be imagined.
The air within my suit thickened steadily and I found it hard to maintain my concentration. With the Sun beating down upon us it was almost as if we were survivors struggling across a desert landscape. Or, perhaps, like divers from the story by Jules Verne. However, the Earth hanging above us was a constant reminder of our true location. Barely one hundred miles from the surface and yet we could have been beyond the Moon for all the good it did us.
The Moon? In my fogged mind I wondered if the people that crewed the ship lived on the Earth’s satellite. Or Mars? Perhaps Venus.
I realised that in my musings I had come to a stop. The captain was drifting away from the hull. His hand still gripped the torn part of his suit but the air in his suit must now be almost gone. I looked down and found myself staring into a great darkness. A gorge cut into the surface of the metal, as big as the central space in Trafalgar Square.
A shiver went through me despite the heat and density of my air. And everything faded to black.
I looked up. The edge of the Earth glowed with light but the Sun was gone behind it; we were on the night side once more. A thought pushed its way up through the foggy depths of my mind. I had a lamp on my helmet. Almost of its own volition my hand went to my helmet and a beam of light cut through the black. We had reached the cargo space, we were almost at the Albatross, but where was it?
As I peered into the depths there was no sign of it. Nor was there any blast hole. Thinking had become such a difficult activity. I wanted to simply give up. Why did I have to keep going? Why not simply succumb to the cold and the dark? Then the thought of my Beloved came to me. I wanted to see her again. To hold that gentle hand. To kiss those soft lips. To hear her voice.
I shook my head in an effort to clear it. The captain dangled on the end of the line above me like some grotesque balloon.
We must have circumnavigated the whole vessel and were now at the wrong end of the cargo hold. The Albatross would be at the far end. I did not think I had the energy—nor the air—to clamber so far. Somehow, I hooked my foot around the edge of the cargo hold to anchor myself and drew in the captain steadily. He did not move.
All we had to do, I reasoned, was get the Albatross free from the hold and into the Void. The people on this vessel were as trapped as we were ourselves. Once we were free they would not be able to pursue us.
I encircled the captain with my arms and manoeuvred us carefully into the open space of the hold. I crouched against the wall, facing along its length and pushed off with all the strength I could muster, which was not very great but any velocity would carry us to the other end eventually. After the initial impulse there was no hint of motion until I pointed my helmet light at the wall and saw it moving beneath me, flowing like the landscape when seen from a moving train.
Using the Captain as a mass against which I could turn myself I tried to determine my exact trajectory. I rolled and saw the unmoving stars above me. The rim of the Earth now only glowed slightly as we passed deeper into night. I looked to the edge of the cargo hold and saw that my thrust had not been as accurate as I hoped. Our course was taking us, by degrees, out of the hold itself and, by the time we reached the far end, we would be once more flying through the Void. Once more beyond help.
But I would not be beaten. The Captain was relying on me, if he still lived. And my Beloved was waiting for me.
They say needs must when the devil drives and I was beyond any concern for proprieties: Satan was now driving very hard. I must find a way to arrest our movement before we reached the end of the hold. I glanced ahead and saw doom approaching with a rapidity I did not like.
My helmet light flashed across the hull of the Albatross but I did not have time to feel any elation. I took a firm hold of the captain and thrust him hard away from me, out into the empty Void. By the laws of Newton I was thrust in the opposite direction, deeper into the cargo hold. I watched as the Albatross approached me and so too did the wall of the hold. I no longer feared to tear my suit—to lose the air within it, when it took all my strength to draw into my lungs for so little reward, would be no great loss.
I struck the wall and bounced. The wing of the Albatross intersected my course and I slammed into it.
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I clung to the wing and felt the rope that connected me to the Captain tighten and stretch. It was tied to my belt and pulled at me, threatening to haul me away as the Captain’s body continued to float away. But I held on while the elasticity of the rope absorbed his motion and after a few moments it went slack.
I did not know whether he still lived, but I knew I could not survive much longer without refreshing my oxygen, and the ship itself was the only place that could happen. I lifted my head and allowed the beam from my helmet to scan the hull. I cannot describe the feeling that came over me as I saw the familiar shapes and markings of the Albatross.
The door was only a short distance away. I realised I was panting in an effort to get oxygen into my lungs and as I attempted to move, a wave of lethargy came over me and I found I could not.
I struggled ineffectively for a moment, then pressed my palms down flat on the wing and tried to push myself away from it. A tugging around my midriff alerted my slow mind to the fact that my Void-suit had become hooked on one of the pylons that carried the control lines for the wing surfaces.
Once again I shook my head in a fruitless attempt to clear it then reached down deliberately to unhook the material. I was not concerned about tearing it since I had already yanked against it as hard as I could without causing damage.
A shadow passed across the Sun causing me to glance up. I tried to duck as something struck me about the head. It was the Captain and together we went spinning slowly away from the Albatross. We struck the inner hull and came to rest.
I was taken by an angry desperation. Every action I took seemed to incur the wrath of some demon, who felt the need to make my life as difficult and as miserable as possible.
“What do you want from me?” I cried out, on the verge of tears. I coughed and tried to breathe but the atmosphere I drew into my lungs seemed utterly devoid of life-giving oxygen. I did not utter any profanity but my mind was filled with epithets against the cruelty being inflicted upon me, the Captain and poor dead Ishar Ram. In four short hours we had been reduced from heroes to miserable curs.
Well, this dog would not cower any more.
I oriented myself with the back wall of the cargo hold as my floor, took firm hold of the Captain’s body, leant forward and thrust myself towards the Albatross where it seemingly clung to the wall ahead of me.
I cursed the slow progress as we floated onwards. I lost consciousness for a moment but was brought around abruptly as we hit the wall.
My aim had been true on this occasion and we had arrived directly beside the door.
I pulled down the lever—there was no locking mechanism as there had never been any thought it would be needed—and pushed the door which swung back. Bracing myself between the wall and the wing I thrust the captain inside, not caring that his helmet struck the edge as he entered. I got a grip on the door jamb and pulled myself inside.
I needed to get the door closed as soon as I was able. I arrested my motion and turned to push it shut. It moved smoothly but reached a point where it would go no further. I panicked. Holding tight to a hand hold provided by the door I slammed it again and again. It would not close.
Despair threatened to take me again. I looked down and saw the rope that connected the captain and me trailing out through the door. You may believe the curses I uttered now were directed entirely at myself.
Feverishly, I caught up the rope and pulled it in, hand over hand. It snagged on something. I cast around for a cutting implement but then it moved again. I pulled harder. There seemed to be something dragging on it. There could not be much more so I pulled harder.
A figure in a Void-suit loomed into view. In my semi-conscious condition I felt a sudden elation, was Ishar Ram not dead after all? Was this him? But as my helmet light played across the figure I recognised the suit as belonging to a denizen of the ship. The figure raised its head and I recognised the man from the Bridge, the first one we met. He had escaped his enemies and now sought to escape the ship completely on ours.
If I had been in a better state of mind I might have realised he would be a help in flying the ship, but I did not.
He had released the rope and got his fingers round the edge of the door. I slammed it hard against his helmet, knocking him backwards, but still he held on. I slammed the door once more, on his fingers.
I imagine he cried out. He let go and drifted back away from the ship. I pulled the rest of the rope inside just as he reached the inner wall and prepared to launch himself at the door again. I felt the metal ringing as I forced the door in place and slammed the lever into the locked position.
But I could not leave my station, there was no door lock. If I did not hold the lever in the closed position he would be able to open it again. Yet I could not release air into the compartment from where I stood.
Distantly I heard banging on the hull but continued to cling fast to the lever to prevent his entrance. I passed out.
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Until the moment I returned to awareness I did not truly understand how wonderful breathing fresh air could be. It is true I had almost been asphyxiated by air-loss only a short time before but labouring in air with only the slightest amount of oxygen for so long taught me true appreciation of what God gives us so freely.
Beyond my closed eyelids was light. Not sunlight but electric and I recognised the smell of the Albatross. At that moment the ship moved under me and the straps—that I realised were about me—pressed gently into me as the thrust of the ship accelerated it.
I opened my eyes to see the Captain in his chair and the far wall of the hold moving slowly away. The outside was illuminated by the exterior lights and I could see the Void-suited figure receding. He was watching us—perhaps his last chance at survival leaving. I could not help but wonder at the purposes behind the internecine conflict we had come upon on this derelict vessel.
Most likely we would never know.
“Captain?”
He turned his head towards me. His skin was as grey as ash and his eyes bloodshot. Trails of blood tracked from his nose and ears. He closed his eyes and his head lolled to one side as his muscles relaxed.
Though he had removed my helmet and strapped me in, he had not removed the rest of my Void-suit. I struggled with the buckles through my gloves but eventually managed to release them. As fast as I could I divested myself of the suit and hurried to his side.
I pulled him from his chair, taking a moment to glance out. The derelict was already as small as it had been when I had first seen it. The Sun stood off to one side pouring its glory on us, and the Earth hung poised like a blue and white jewel to the other.
As I stripped the Void-suit from the Captain I discovered he had managed to tie a cord in the form of a tourniquet around the outside of the left arm of the suit above the puncture from the bullet. It was how he had survived so long.
I stared in horror at his left arm. There was a graze across his bicep but that was not the problem. From that point, down to his fingers, his arm resembled a long-dead corpse. His skin was dry and peeling, blackened in places. The bones were clearly delineated beneath the desiccated skin. It was clearly beyond the doctoring skill of any surgeon, let alone a simple computationer.
The “me” of four hours ago would have recoiled but he had been a different person. I broke open the first aid kit and found the sling. I was not completely sure how it should be used but I made it work. Then I went to the galley area and found a bottle of water. These had been equipped with a mechanism to allow it to be drunk but not spill if the proposed weightless condition existed. The foresight was welcome.
I pressed the bottle against the captain’s lips and some basic animal instinct caused him to suck at it even though he was not conscious. I let him have his fill. I imagined he had lost a considerable amount of liquid during his ordeal. I strapped him into my chair and let him rest. I drank as well and then discovered I was inordinately hungry and consumed a large portion of food.
I looked across at Ishar Ram’s chair and a wave of sorrow overtook me. I do not say we had been close, that would be a lie, but when men have struggled together there is a fellow feeling, a camaraderie, that comes into being that cannot be ignored.



Epilogue
The woman turned over the last sheet and then flipped it back as if something was missing. She looked up at the frail man in the bed.
“Where’s the rest?” she said. It was hard to credit that thin and wrinkled fellow was the author of the tale.
“What does it matter?”
“How did you get back?”
“I made the calculations, and managed not to blow up the chemicals for the furnace.”
“And the captain could fly the vessel in his condition?”
“He managed,” said the man. “But he died in the landing. I lost my leg.”
She had noticed the missing limb when she had entered. She had seen enough horrors in South Africa not to be upset by it.
“But,” he continued, “you don’t have to pretend you believe me.”
She toyed with the idea of telling him the truth. He was only in his fifties; he had a good number of years to go if they did not “treat” him for mental instability. However, if she told him she not only believed him but that she had seen a vessel just like his during the Second Boer War, it might go badly for him.
She was torn. How much more damage would she do by not answering than had been done already?
The truth was plain enough to her. Someone in the British Government had known, back in 1874, that these vessels existed and did not want the truth exposed. They had not killed him, it was worse: They consigned him to the horrors of Bedlam.
Winifred Churchill stood up. She would not tell him what she suspected. She would not write it up for the Manchester Guardian. This was a story that encompassed the world, and at present she had nothing solid.
She smiled at him. “Thank you for letting me read your story.”
His crestfallen look threatened to break her heart in two. She went over to him, laid her hand on his and gave him a peck on the cheek.
“Stay alive for me,” she said. Then pulled on her gloves, adjusted her hat, gathered up her things, and left.
~ end ~
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