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The Girl in the Cage
Richmond, London, 11th April 1919.
The laboratory looked more like a medieval torture chamber than a place to carry out science. There were cages of iron the size and shape of a man, smaller ones meant for animals, and a large, heavy, wooden bench with shackles attached to it designed to hold down a person. Charles took it all in with the look of a man horrified by what he was seeing, but not entirely surprised.
Perhaps torture chamber was the wrong term. The room might have given one the impression that it had been imagined by someone like Mary Shelley sometime in the last century. A laboratory where some insane genius conducted experiments to build a living being from stolen body parts.
If that were the case, then the mad man had not been employing lightning to animate his monster. No, the source of power he had made use of was the reason Charles was there. At one end of the room was a metal sphere, perhaps three feet across, and through a porthole in the underside of that sphere light could be seen falling on the floor below. The pale, turquoise light indicated that it was almost certainly an Unobtainium reactor.
‘When we saw that thing,’ Detective Inspector Franklin was saying, ‘we called the Royal Society immediately. We’re not equipped to deal with it. Not at all. When I heard you were in town and they were sending you over… Let’s just say I’m happy to see you, Doctor Barstow-Hall.’
Charles pulled himself into business mode and nodded. ‘Has anyone looked in through the glass?’
‘No, sir!’ Franklin replied emphatically. ‘We all get the briefing about that stuff. We know the signs and we stay as far away from it as we can.’
‘Very wise,’ Charles replied. From his valise he took a mirror on an extending rod and a pair of darkened goggles, and used it to peer into the underside of the sphere from as far away as he could. The angle was not good, but without proper protective clothing, if the sphere was a reactor, the effect of looking in directly would likely be fatal.
Suspended within the metal sphere, held at its exact centre by six thin wires, was an irregular globe of greyish metal. Even through the filters, Charles could see what looked like blue flames dancing across its surface. Unobtainium-257, and he was probably looking at around eight ounces of it, mixed with other metals, based on the amount of energy being given off.
He backed away, pushing his goggles up onto his forehead as he turned to Franklin. ‘It looks stable, but it’s a substantial amount. I’ll have one of our teams come over here to take it away. Have you any idea how this man got his hands on so much of it?’
‘Not a clue, sir. We didn’t even know it was here until we got in. Someone passing by on the common heard screams. A woman, he thought, and he called us. Upon investigation it was determined that the owner of the house was acting in a manner we felt was suspicious, so we gained entry. He made his escape through a concealed exit during that time.’
Charles allowed himself a slight smile. ‘I’m not your Superintendent, Detective Inspector. There’s no need to make it a report. Have you discovered the source of the screams?’
‘When we found that…’
‘Perhaps further investigation is in order then.’
Franklin nodded, turning towards the door. ‘You heard the Doctor. It’s safe enough to stop hiding behind your friends. Get in there and find out where those screams came from.’
The constables hurried through the laboratory and into the rooms beyond, all of them underground, and it was barely more than two minutes later that another scream echoed from that direction. This time, however, it was that of a man. A few seconds later, three of the five men who had passed through returned, one clutching his bleeding hand.
‘Let me see,’ Charles said, pulling a roll of leather from a pocket. The wound was clearly made by teeth, but… ‘This is no animal I’ve ever seen.’ There were deep marks from long canines, above and below, but the remainder of the tooth marks seemed to have been made by someone with human dentition.
‘It’s a beast of some sort, sir,’ one of the constables said as Charles began to bandage the wounded one’s hand. ‘It’s too dark to see properly in there, but we heard chains and then something attacked us.’
Charles tied off the bandage, his eyes scanning the room again, taking in the experimentation bench and the man-shaped cages, and the cables leading from them to the reactor. ‘You should get that seen to by a physician,’ he said.
‘You’re a useful man to have around, sir,’ Franklin commented.
‘When one’s family business is mining, a basic knowledge of medical aid is an essential.’ Charles pulled a thick, metal tube from one of his numerous pockets. ‘Let us examine this feral beast, shall we?’
As they walked into the darkness beyond the laboratory, the metal tube produced a beam of brilliant light which shone ahead of them. Charles noted the policemen putting a little distance between them and it, and suppressed a grin. Many people were nervous of Unobtainium devices, even the simplest of ones. The light stick produced illumination through the electrical excitation of the Wonder Metal alloyed with a little beryllium. Charles had constructed it himself and he was not doing without it: darkness was something he was not especially fond of.
‘This way, sir,’ a constable said, indicating a door on the left. If Charles had had to guess, they were right under the reactor, but no light was reaching the room.
The light beam flicked over a door of iron bars. The beast, it seemed, was kept caged, but there was no sign of it near the door. Charles stepped closer, the beam shifting out across the windowless, stone-walled room within. Squalid was the best term for it. There was no paint on the walls though there was the suggestion of excrement smeared in places. He spotted a tinned bucket in one corner and then a chain fixed to the middle of the opposite wall by a very heavy bracket. He followed the chain and…
Something moved suddenly, pulling away from the light. ‘Was that a foot?’
‘Can’t be,’ Franklin breathed.
Charles moved the light further, illuminating the corner, and the ‘beast’ was revealed. ‘That, gentlemen, is no beast,’ Charles said. Curled up in the corner, an iron collar around her neck, was a girl. She appeared to be little more than a teenager, but a well-developed one. Her body showed long, powerful muscles and full breasts on a slim frame. Brilliant, amber eyes looked out from a tangle of jet-black hair which obscured much of her face. Her dusky skin was smeared with dirt, a fact made quite obvious by the fact that she was naked aside from the metal collar. ‘Franklin, your coat,’ Charles said.
‘Sir?’
‘She’s naked, man! This mad man has been experimenting upon a young girl. We can’t allow her to remain here.’
‘She attacked one of my men, sir. She’s dangerous.’
‘She’s terrified. Your coat, Detective Inspector. I’ll see that you are recompensed.’
Franklin, reluctantly, took off his oiled cotton coat and, holding it out towards the girl, Charles edged closer. ‘I mean you no harm, girl. I’m here to help. Do you understand me?’ Her yellow eyes, certainly not the eyes of a normal young woman, stared out at him briefly, and then she nodded. She spoke some English at least. He moved closer still. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. We’ll get you covered up and then I’ll see about getting that chain off you so we can take you somewhere safe. How does that sound?’ He was almost within arm’s length of her now and he tried not to show any signs of fear. ‘Easy does it?’
Her head shifted, her hair parting to reveal a pretty, angular face with a rather flat nose and a small mouth. She had still managed a respectable bite. ‘Safe good,’ she said, her voice a soft, breathy whisper.
Charles placed the coat around her shoulders. She remained still, not trembling, but tense, as though she was expecting something bad to happen at any moment. ‘Franklin? Are there keys out there for this collar?’
There was a pause and then a rattling of metal. ‘Found them, Doctor,’ Franklin said.
‘Well bring them in. It’s quite safe. Miss… Our young friend is not going to hurt anyone else, are you?’
‘Kate,’ the girl whispered.
Charles smiled. ‘Good afternoon, Kate. My name is Charles Hunter Barstow-Hall and I am most pleased to make your acquaintance.’
It was apparent that she had understood little of the sentence, but enough to get the drift, and she beamed at him. The broad grin revealed teeth which included long, sharp canines. ‘Sharles,’ she said, mangling his name in a rather pleasing way.
‘Lord save us,’ Franklin exclaimed, holding the heavy ring of keys out towards Charles. ‘What’s he done to her?’
‘Nothing good, I’ll wager,’ Charles said, his tone dark.
The Barstow Club, Mayfair.
‘You’re looking more than usually dour tonight, Charles.’ Charles looked up to see Antonia Wooster standing over him, and because it was her, he mustered a smile.
‘An unsettling discovery, Mrs Wooster,’ he replied. ‘A most unsettling discovery.’
Unasked, but not unwelcome, Antonia sat down in the wing-backed chair opposite him, settling her long skirts about her. She was a tall, attractive woman. Her blonde hair was schooled to fall loose around her shoulders this evening, and her cream, corseted gown flattered her figure. She was the model of an upper-class lady, all elegance and poise. The fact that she was one of the most accomplished marksmen in the country was something you knew, not something her demeanour gave away.
‘Given what I know of what unsettles you, Charles, I would say that you have found some foul experiment perpetrated by someone using your wondrous metal.’
‘Indeed, you know me well, madam. In this case, however, the experimentation was of a nature I find myself ill-disposed to mention in polite company.’
Antonia’s eyes narrowed and she regarded him for a second before leaning forward conspiratorially. ‘Few people know of what I am about to mention, Doctor, and it would be best were it not to become more public knowledge.’
Frowning, Charles said, ‘You may count on my discretion, Mrs Wooster.’
She gave a short nod. ‘On our last venture into the Dark Continent, David and I encountered creatures which made us doubt our very senses and outraged our sensibilities to such extremes that the warnings of our guides fell upon deaf ears as we searched for their origins. Man-things, they were. Beasts, yet not beasts. Men, but with minds of the wildest nature. Alone save for our most loyal guide, we hunted them to their lair, for the natives of the region refused to go near the place. They claimed a mad god was sending the monsters out to pillage the lands around. Still we went, for we feared not a god, but a man was responsible, and we were not in error. In a high-fenced compound, deep within the jungle, we discovered a man performing experiments upon animals. And not just animals, but men, and women, and children not yet old enough to walk! Using Unobtainium, this… demon was somehow merging the natures of man and beast into one. His creations were so wild that even he could not control them. We were forced to kill many of them, and our assault upon his encampment allowed others to breach his home. They fell upon him and, I feel justly, tore him limb from limb before we could stop them.’
She leaned back in her seat and her pale cheeks reddened slightly. ‘I am ashamed to admit that I wondered at the time whether I would have attempted to save him, even had I had the opportunity, such were his ungodly acts in the name of science.’
Charles felt his fists clench and forced himself to relax. ‘You’ve nothing to be ashamed of in my eyes, my dear lady. The merging of man and animal… I may have discovered someone perpetrating the same heinous act upon the very soil of England.’
Antonia’s eyes widened. ‘The deuce you say, sir!’
‘Sadly, I do. For I discovered a strange, feral girl, her teeth baring fangs. She was chained up in a cellar like an animal.’
The huntress shook her head. ‘If she is as those others were, she will have to be put down. It is a sad day for the Empire when its greatest discovery leads to this.’
‘There are days, like today, when I wish my grandfather had never discovered Unobtainium,’ Charles said sadly. ‘However, this girl may not be beyond saving. Feral she may be, but not without some civility. She understands at least some English, and she reacted well to my acts of kindness. She did bite one of the constables, but I believe she acted out of fear. Indeed, it is my belief that she has been shown little kindness before today.’
Antonia was silent for a second. ‘Would it be within your power to allow David and myself to see your feral child, Doctor? Having had experience of such monstrous chimera before, we may be able to judge whether this new experiment is better suited to civilised existence than the ones we encountered in Africa.’
‘I should value your opinion, Mrs Wooster, but I would ask that you keep an open mind. Kate, for that is how she calls herself, is the victim in this detestable turn of events.’
There was a flicker of genuine surprise at his words. ‘Why, Doctor Barstow-Hall, you give me hope that she may, indeed, be more than a mere animal. The things we fought showed no signs of self-awareness, let alone enough to call themselves anything, and spoke only in grunts and growls. I find myself impatient to see the morning and my chance to meet your “Kate.”’
Royal College of Surgeons, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 12th April.
Someone had found a light, cotton shift for Kate to wear, and she had been cleaned since Charles had last seen her. Her hair had been cut into a rather modern style, though the rough hacking it had taken before had necessitated a shorter cut. Charles believed the style was known as a bob, and it did suit the girl.
Her skin was no less dark for the washing. She did not have the black skin of those of Nubian blood, but she was no pale, English rose like Antonia Wooster, whom she regarded warily as the huntress entered the room with her husband. Then she saw Charles and her face lit up.
‘Sharles!’ she exclaimed, beaming at him and showing off her fangs.
‘Good morning, Kate,’ Charles said, returning her smile. ‘These are my friends, David and Antonia Wooster.’
‘Good morning, young lady,’ Antonia said, smiling rather as one might to a child. In truth, they had no idea how old the girl was. David hung back, allowing his wife to speak while he watched, eyes scanning over every detail.
Kate regarded Antonia for a second. ‘Pu-leased tooo make y’r ak-aquaint,’ she said. It was as though she was struggling with the simple sentence, but she managed a close approximation of what Charles had said to her the day before.
‘By George,’ David said softly, ‘I believe your assessment may be accurate, Doctor.’
Antonia was still looking less than sure. ‘May I come closer, Kate?’ she asked. ‘I won’t hurt you. I just want to look at you.’
Kate looked unsure, but at an encouraging nod from Charles she nodded to Antonia and the tall huntress closed the distance to the shorter girl. Reaching out, Antonia ran gentle fingers over Kate’s jawline and then lifted one of her arms, feeling the muscles all the way down to her hands. She stepped back, nodding. ‘Thank you very much, Kate,’ she said.
‘My pu-leasure,’ Kate intoned in her throaty voice.
‘Perhaps a cat of some sort,’ Antonia said. ‘The skin tone suggests something with dark fur. A panther? Her dentition is human, I’d say, aside from the extended canines. The jaw musculature is pronounced for a stronger bite, and the limbs appear strongly muscled. But her eyes…’
‘What about her eyes?’ Charles asked, stepping closer. ‘The colour is unusual, but…’ Kate turned to look at him, her amber eyes bright in the winter sunshine from the window, and he saw what Antonia meant. Kate had vertical slits for pupils now that she was in daylight, just like those of a cat.
‘Oh my dear child,’ Antonia said, addressing the bemused girl in front of her, ‘what did that foul man do to you.’
‘Fffather make me special,’ Kate said. ‘Fffather told me so.’
The three adults looked at each other and then back to Kate. ‘He was your father?’ Charles asked, shock evident in his voice.
‘How could any man do that to his own child?’ David breathed. ‘He’s burned her…’
Charles looked down at the reddened skin on Kate’s arm. He had seen it when they had brought her up from the cell and known then what it had meant. ‘I’m afraid it’s worse than that. That is a burn caused by Unobtainium radiation. He has been exposing her to the energy of the reactor. Though…’ He frowned and, gently, took Kate’s arm. She did not resist as he examined the back of her forearm. ‘This is healing substantially faster than I would have expected given the state of it yesterday. I’ve seen men plagued by these burns for weeks. Many suffer worse effects.’
‘Worse?’
‘Yes.’ He looked at Kate. ‘Your father? Does he put you in the blue light often?’ She nodded. ‘Does it make you feel sick?’
‘Once,’ Kate replied, half purr, half whisper.
‘Nausea is not infrequent in high enough doses, along with loss of motor skills and fatigue. Then comes chronic pain and loss of hair.’
‘She seems to have all her hair, if a little roughly cut,’ David commented.
Charles gave a cough. ‘Not… all of what one might expect, but she certainly has a full head of hair, yes.’ David gave a rumble of laughter at Charles’s discomfort; Charles was a little surprised to note that Antonia did not seem the least discomforted. ‘If your exposure exceeds a certain level, you die. If you’re lucky that is rapid, though it is never pleasant.’
‘That’s if you’re lucky?’
‘Some last for weeks as their bodies degrade. Sick, prone to disease. And those are the cumulative effects. Sudden large doses will blind you, sterilise you. Long-term sterility may be a godsend since children born to men exposed for long periods are prone to abnormalities.’
‘Then the question,’ Antonia said, her eyes on Kate, ‘is why our young kitten is still alive at all?’
‘Fffather make me special,’ Kate repeated.
‘I think I’d like to meet your father,’ Antonia replied, her tone dark, ‘but for now I think you can rely on Charles to take care of you.’
The fanged smile returned. ‘Sharles!’
‘Yes. I’ll see to obtaining suitable clothes for a young lady.’ Antonia held up a hand before Charles could even open his mouth. ‘I know. I’ll be sure to have it charged to your account, though what your accountant will think of a bill for a lady’s undergarments I cannot imagine. I’d wager she’s not full grown, so be ready for the bills when you have to have all her clothes handmade.’
Kate looked between them, blinking. She was eye-to-eye with Charles and Antonia, who were both around five feet nine. David was closer to six feet and the only one in the room taller than the yellow-eyed girl.
‘How old is she?’ David asked. ‘Do you know how old you are, Kate?’ That just got a shake of the head.
‘Fifteen,’ Antonia said, ‘or sixteen. Certainly no older and not much younger. I’ll see to the clothes. I know several establishments which cater to the taller woman, obviously.’
David gave a mocking sigh. ‘She costs us a fortune in riding britches. It’s the long legs.’
Charles gave a shrug. ‘Until I saw young Kate yesterday, I was unaware that women had legs. I thought they moved around on casters.’ His slight smile indicated that he was joking, but Antonia jumped on it anyway.
‘We really must find you a wife, Charles. It’s not healthy. A man without a wife is liable to all sorts of wrong habits.’
Now Charles gave a deep, fake sigh. ‘But all the best ones are taken, my dear Mrs Wooster.’ Well, he was more or less faking.
Richmond.
Charles watched as six men manoeuvred the reactor into a shielded case for transport. He frowned at his thought and amended it: four men and two women. It was the women who were doing the heavy lifting while the men handled the more delicate work of latching the case closed. It was a social change which his grandfather, Hunter Hall, had been responsible for thanks to his invention of the Mechman suit. The bulky mechanical frame wrapped around the operator’s body amplifying muscles using the power of stored electricity driving powerful motors. Unfortunately, or fortunately in Charles’s opinion, to make something which was a useful size and contained all the equipment needed left little space for the driver, so women had found an important place in industry, even if that had not resulted in all of the reforms some had hoped for.
Charles always had a pair of Mechman operators on his hazardous materials disposal teams, always women, of course, even though his father had pushed for the use of small boys for such dangerous work. Charles, however, viewed the women as more level-headed. In fact, generally more so than the adult men they worked with.
Everyone, including Charles and the Mechman operators, was working in the stifling suits required for protection against radiation. Another of Hunter Hall’s inventions, the suits were layered cloth, lead sheets, and adamantium mesh, doubled up to be sure. But if the women dropped the reactor and the case cracked, the suits might just stop them dying quickly, but that was the best they could hope for.
‘We got it, sir.’ The final latch had been locked in place and the team’s supervisor, who was one of the men, was giving his report with an air of relief. Charles was thinking the same thing.
‘Very good. As usual, you’ve all done an exemplary job and this one was not easy. Expect a little extra compensation in your pay this week.’
There was a pleased rumble from the workers as they began wheeling the container out. The Mechman suits were going to be needed again before they got it out of the building. For now, Charles was thankful that he could get out of the heavy suit and start looking around the laboratory. He was hoping to find something which would give more of a clue to Kate’s origins, but if he were honest, he was not hopeful.
The equipment was telling him some things; indeed, it was suggesting a level of maniacal genius which Charles almost respected. Almost.
The cables he had seen on first entering and taken for electrical conduits were actually somehow able to contain and direct radiation from the reactor. They worked if he shone his light down them. He had never seen anything like it and was sure that such a device could have enormous practical application. But what it had been used for was to direct a radiation source from one place to strike a contained human body from multiple angles.
Not just men or women, however. There was a box set in one corner of the room which had several of the radiation guides attached to it. There was nothing in the box now, and it could have been there for experiments on small animals, but something about it suggested another purpose. It finally hit him that the box was almost certainly airtight so animals were an unlikely target. What was it the man had been working with?
The most disturbing things in the building were in the cellars, in rooms beside the cell Kate had been kept in. Charles did his best to turn his emotions off as he walked through, cataloguing and checking. If he let himself feel, he was likely to do a poor job, and he wanted very much to do a good job. Kate deserved his best work.
The surgical instruments, most of them very much in need of a good cleaning and apparently largely there for autopsy, were one thing. There were some distinctly oddly shaped frames, often with leather restraints. Charles stood examining one of them for several minutes, trying to work out what experiment might have been performed on it. When he finally concluded that it was meant for a particularly invasive ‘experiment’ upon a restrained woman, he had to leave the building for several minutes.
Franklin was standing outside, a cigarette clutched between his fingers. Somehow Charles felt a little better seeing that the inspector’s hands were shaking.
‘Has any headway been made in the search for this mad man, Inspector?’
‘We obtained a description, sir. It’s been put out to every port and every station we could get it to. No one has seen him yet, but we’re still hopeful.’
Charles nodded. ‘When you find him, I wish to talk to him.’
‘You’ll pardon my presumption, sir, but talking to him doesn’t seem to be what you have in mind.’
‘I will indeed pardon your assertion, Inspector. Right at this moment, I have a need to do considerable violence to the man, but I believe I will have regained my objectivity sufficiently not to shoot him on sight. Just to be sure I’ll have myself disarmed before I encounter him. I hope this admission does not make you think less of me.’
Franklin took a drag on his cigarette, his hand still shaking. ‘Frankly, sir, I’d have thought less of you if you’d felt any other way.’
Knightsbridge, 15th April.
Charles worked his way through the mathematics carefully, knowing that the result would almost certainly be the same as the first two times he had done the calculation. He was doing it again, while trying to control his breathing, because the first time had given him enough of a shock that he was doubting his abilities.
He was running a second mass spectrometer sample as well, in case the first had been in error. There was the possibility of contamination. Yes, there was, even if he had done all the preparatory work himself and was sure that there had not, in fact, been anything there to contaminate the samples from the box he had found in the lab. The samples were small, but he had confidence in his equipment.
And the numbers from the calculation came out the same as before. The substance had an atomic mass of two hundred and sixty-two. He looked over at the spectrometer, seeing the line on the display which told him he had got the same result as before.
‘That,’ he said to the empty room, ‘is impossible.’
Unobtainium-262 was found in microscopic quantities in the mines at Ullapool. There was an ounce in the vaults at Rhidorroch, two at the Royal Society. That was the world’s entire supply as far as anyone knew, but somehow this man had obtained some. No one knew what, if any, properties it had, but it was known to be stable, or sufficiently stable that any decay had never been detected.
His train of thought was interrupted by a knock on the laboratory door.
‘Come.’
Harroway entered and gave a short nod. ‘Sir, Inspector Franklin called.’ Harroway was not just Charles’s manservant, and Charles had tried to persuade the man that a little less formality was allowed these days, but Harroway only allowed his gentlemanly demeanour to slide a little while assisting in the lab. They were currently in the laboratory, but there was no assistance being undertaken. At forty-two Harroway was several years Charles’s senior, but he was a good man, an excellent housekeeper, and he knew how to use a pistol should someone attempt entry to the house for nefarious ends. He also had all his hair and teeth, and was quite fit and moderately handsome in an aging way. And he was always immaculately dressed, as was Charles, largely thanks to Harroway.
‘News on Kate’s… sire? I refuse to refer to that mad man as her father.’
‘Indeed, sir. Mister Alfred Cooper was apprehended this morning, in Portsmouth. The inspector suggested that you visit Scotland Yard tomorrow.’
Charles began deactivating the spectrometer. ‘I believe I shall. Today I need to go to the Royal Society to check on the store of Unobtainium. This Cooper appears to have obtained some two-six-two.’
Harroway also had that most amazing of English servant qualities: an inability to be surprised. Or at least to express it; his words suggested the news was as alarming to him as it was to his employer. ‘My understanding was that that particular isotope was as rare as rain in a desert, sir.’
‘I believe then that we will be required to issue a storm warning for the Sahara.’
New Scotland Yard, Westminster, 16th April.
Alfred Cooper was, according to Franklin, a man of some means, though not quite of the gentlemanly upbringing that Charles had had. That made his appearance now all the more surprising and displeasing.
He was not tall, perhaps five feet and six inches, thin to the point of minor malnutrition, and bald. The hair loss, Charles fervently hoped, was likely the result of accumulated radiation damage from his experiments. He sat hunched over the interview room’s table, but his face, heavily lined and with watery, grey eyes, was still visible. He looked sickly. There was every possibility that he would not make it to trial.
‘Unobtainium,’ Charles said as he entered the room. Cooper looked up, surprise flickering across his face. ‘You managed to lay your hands on some quantity of a heavier isotope of it. Atomic weight two hundred and sixty-two. There are just under three ounces in the entire world, all accounted for. Where did you get it and what did you do with it?’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Cooper rasped.
Charles peered at him for a second and tried an alternative tack. ‘Come now, I’ve been through your laboratory. Some of the work there is genius. The light guide pipes, for example. The box with several radiation feeds was used to bombard the two-six-two…’ He saw Cooper’s face shift, a slight smile. ‘No, not for that, but you were bombarding something in that box with Unobtainium radiation.’
‘I don’t know–’
‘What I’m talking about? You appear to be as poor a liar as you are a father, sir.’
‘What did you do with Kate? They won’t tell me. What happened to her?’
‘She’s safe, but you pose the very question I would ask of you. What did happen to Kate? What did you do to her? Where is her mother?’
‘Dead. Died giving birth. She needs me. She’ll die–’
‘You kept her locked in a cellar, in the dark! You’ve been exposing her to radiation! The last thing we’re going to do is return her to you.’
‘She’ll turn on you.’ Cooper looked up again, his eyes hard. ‘She’s an animal. Little more than one. She can barely speak.’
‘She knows more language than you realise, sir. Perhaps if you had treated her more like a human she would know more. She reacts well to kindness. I believe she has never had any from you.’
‘I show her kindness!’ There was at least some animation in the man. ‘I brought her into this world. I gave her the best start any woman could have. She is the future, Doctor Barstow-Hall, Fellow of the Royal bloody Society. She is special!’
‘So she keeps telling us. “Father make me special.” How did you make her special, Mister Cooper?’
Cooper lowered his head to the table. ‘You already know the answer to that, Doctor.’
Frowning, Charles turned away. He was quite sure that he would get no more from the man. Perhaps Franklin could, but for now there was thinking to be done. Apparently he had all the facts, and now there was just the process of putting them together.
Royal College of Surgeons, Lincoln’s Inn Fields.
‘I must say, Doctor,’ Doctor Wilberforce said as he placed a pair of X-ray negatives onto the light box, ‘when you asked for X-rays, I was unsure what purpose you had in mind.’
‘Particularly since I said that any part of the body would do?’ Charles replied.
‘Indeed. But then I saw this.’ He turned on the light.
‘Forgive me, Doctor. I am not a medical man, but I have seen an X-ray before. Are they not normally clearer?’
‘They are. We checked the development and the machine. There is nothing wrong with these pictures.’
The images showed a forearm and a shin. The bones were there, though they appeared whiter than Charles would have expected, and they were overlaid with a cloudy mass which seemed to belong to Kate’s flesh and almost obscured the bone beneath. He frowned, looking closer.
‘These striations on the bone…?’
‘They also appear to be real. The technician suggested that, for some reason, your young charge has unusually dense flesh and bones. You see how white they are in the image. This… web of lines around them is denser still.’
Charles took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘The man is insane,’ he said.
‘I beg your pardon, Doctor?’
‘I believe that Kate has had more than simple mistreatment. I will require a sample of her blood before I state firmly what my beliefs are. I can assist in its procurement.’
‘If you would. She was unhappy about the X-ray until we said that you had asked for it. She seems quite taken with you.’
‘I believe, Doctor Wilberforce, that she has had no one to show her a kindness of any kind her entire life. Kindness is such a simple thing to give and it can gain us so much, including the trust of a girl who knows nothing of it.’
‘A philosopher as well as a scientist, Doctor Barstow-Hall?’
‘When one’s family has given the world wonder, and horror, one develops many a theory on the nature of the human condition, Doctor.’
Knightsbridge, 17th April.
The mass spectrometer’s fans were whirring again. Charles was as sure about the results this time as he had been the last, but he was hoping against hope that he was wrong.
The signal, when it displayed, was significantly more complex than the last time. He noted down peaks on the graph, taking care and double-checking every figure before he moved on to the calculations. Some of the spikes corresponded to elements he knew: iron, carbon, oxygen. Exactly what one would expect from a sample of blood. The last peak was small, but definitely there and he knew before he started working through the numbers that it was the same as the sample from the box.
‘My God, he’s impregnated her entire body with the stuff. It’s… impossible.’ He slumped into his chair and stared at the numbers, trying to make them come out differently by sheer force of will.
The knock on the door made him start and his shout of ‘Come!’ may have been a little louder than intended. ‘Harroway, what is it? I’ve just discovered something most disturbing about Kate and–’
‘This is about Kate, sir. The hospital called. She’s sick.’
‘You have no idea how true that is.’
Royal College of Surgeons, Lincoln’s Inn Fields.
‘She said nothing,’ Wilberforce said, ‘but the nurse thought she looked uncomfortable when she brought breakfast this morning. By mid-afternoon she was obviously in some discomfort, if not pain, but she continued to profess to being well.’
Charles looked across the room to where Kate lay in her bed. The girl looked paler but not in a great degree of pain, yet. ‘Cooper, the man who claims to be her father, has somehow laced her body with Unobtainium. That is what caused the clouding on your X-rays, Doctor. It must have somehow seeped into every cell in her body, saturated her bones. It’s in her blood.’
Wilberforce had the good grace to at least appear speechless. Given the way his jaw worked for a second, perhaps he genuinely was. ‘Is that even possible?’
‘I am a scientist, Doctor. While I would have said no until today, I cannot deny the evidence of my own eyes. I’ll speak with her and then see if I can construct some mechanism to remove it, though…’
‘I realise that this sounds very much like a platitude, but if anyone can do it, you can.’
‘I thank you for your confidence, Doctor.’ Charles left him, walking over to the side of the bed.
Kate’s smile was as bright as ever. ‘Sharles! I… hope I am not… Uh… You are a busy man.’
‘You hope you’re not interrupting my work?’ Charles suggested. Kate looked puzzled for a second and then nodded. ‘My dear, all my attention is directed to your health at this moment.’
‘I am not trouble.’
‘No, you are not. Your father did not like it when you complained, did he? When you said you hurt?’ He got a shake of the head and her eyes dipped away. ‘He did something to you? He put… a material into your body–’
‘Won’er meddle,’ Kate said, nodding. ‘Lots of sharp… needles. Yes? Needles?’
‘Needles, that’s right. Try “wonder metal.”’ He enunciated the words carefully for her, wondering whether she had ever had anyone teach her how to speak.
‘Wonder metal,’ Kate replied as though reading from a child’s spelling book.
Charles smiled. ‘Excellent. It is correctly called “Un-ob-tain-ium.”’
She looked at him for a second and then said ‘Un ob tain yum’ just as carefully.
He narrowed his eyes, a smile playing over his lips. ‘Are you making fun of me, young lady?’
‘Unobtainium,’ Kate said and tapped her ear. ‘I listen good. I speak bad. I… don’t have words.’
‘Well, that is something we will have to correct, but first I need to see if I can undo what your father did. It’s hurting you, is it not?’
‘It… hurts a little. It gets worse. Once it got worst of all.’
‘Well, let us hope that I can make the pain go away.’
Burlington House, Westminster.
The library of the Royal Society was the best in the world, but it was not proving up to the task at hand. Charles had suspected that that would be the case, but he had tried anyway.
Biochemistry was not one of his specialities. Oh, he was an acknowledged expert, as was the case with most things scientific, but the biological side had always been an area he had let slip. He was beginning to regret that, but not giving up hope.
The problem was that cell structure and function was a relatively unknown quantity. There had been advances made in microscopy which had revealed many secrets, but those uncovered details had posed more questions than given answers. And here was a problem which appeared to encompass every cell in the body. Even her bones had absorbed the metal.
By rights, she should have been dead long ago, which meant that something in her body was keeping her alive, and that something was no longer functioning. Cooper had said that she would die without him and Charles was beginning to worry that the man might have the right of it. If only there was a way to precipitate the metal from her body.
Now chemistry was something he knew more about! Getting up from the chair he had fallen into, he marched off towards the chemistry books. He knew more about the chemistry of Unobtainium than any other man alive, but being surrounded by the knowledge of his predecessors was always inspiring.
The Barstow Club, Mayfair.
Inspiration did not, however, come from the books and by the evening, Charles was sitting in the common lounge of the Barstow Club hoping that inspiration would come from a brandy. So far it was not working much better than the books.
‘That look on your face suggests that something of a grave nature has occurred, Doctor Barstow-Hall.’
Charles looked up to see Antonia Wooster standing over him again and tried to muster a smile. He knew from her expression that he was not doing well. ‘It’s Kate,’ he said.
‘I thought as much. She has not reverted or harmed anyone, I hope?’ Again Antonia settled into the seat beside his, crossing her legs and arranging her skirts. Her gown was off the shoulder this evening, a far more modern style than she usually wore and a little shocking, but of course she absolutely shone in it.
‘Oh, far from it. The process her father employed is unclear to me, but what he did is. Somehow he has saturated her body in Unobtainium two-six-two.’
‘You’ll pardon me, Charles. Science is not my forte, though I have an understanding of zoology. I was unaware that there were different kinds of Unobtainium.’
That managed to raise a small chuckle from him and she smiled. ‘The metal you may have seen, perhaps in the British Museum, is the most stable form, the “isotope” my grandfather discovered thirty-five years ago. The mass of each atom is two hundred and sixty. The units are not important. In fact, they are essentially arbitrary. The fact that an atom is Unobtainium, or carbon or oxygen, is determined by the element number, related to the positive charge in the atom’s core, but the mass of an atom can vary. We call these atoms of the same element with different masses “isotopes.”’
‘From the Greek? These isotopes occupy the same place on the periodic table of elements. Isos topos?’
‘I see you know a little Greek and a little chemistry as well as biology. Unobtainium has three known isotopes. Two-six-oh is used in most of the devices we construct from the metal. It is alloyed with iron to make adamantium. Two-five-seven is unstable. Over the course of many years it decays into other materials, giving off energy as it does so.’
‘So that is used in the reactor which powers this great city.’
‘As you say. Two-six-two is thought to be stable, or very nearly so, but exceptionally rare. I thought that there existed no more than three ounces in the world, all of it accounted for. We know little of its properties. It appears relatively useless given its availability and there is no clear advantage over its more common cousin.’
‘But this man, Cooper was it? He has not only obtained some of this heavier element, but he has somehow soaked it into Kate’s body?’
Charles nodded. ‘It’s killing her. Slowly, but surely. Heavy metals in the body do little good to anyone. I’ve no idea how he kept her alive this long.’
‘And he is not saying, I assume? No, but of course not. The man is using the life of his own daughter as a… a bargaining chip.’
‘I believe that we can only use the term “daughter” loosely. He may, indeed, have been the… paternal contributor to Kate’s creation, but I believe he did so simply to reduce the chance of discovery. One less person involved in the experiment.’ He spat out the last word, his fists clenching.
Antonia leaned forward, her hand coming to rest on his. ‘This is not your fault, Charles, and if there is anyone who can cure her of this malediction, I am quite sure that it is you.’
‘Thank you for your confidence, but I fear that it may be misplaced even if no one else does.’
Antonia narrowed her eyes and glared at him. ‘Charles Hunter Barstow-Hall, do not dare to sit here in the club your grandmother’s family built and tell me that you are not scientist enough to solve this problem. You are the foremost mind in science today. In this Great Britain if not the entire world! Kate could not have a better champion in this fight and I wish to hear no more of your negative assertions. You can do this. Do not make me resort to uncivilised language to emphasise my surety on this.’
‘Far be it from me to force a lady to use uncouth words.’ Charles picked up his glass and drained it. ‘I must return to my laboratory. If there is an answer to be found, I will find it there.’
Knightsbridge, 18th April.
The nightmare was a familiar one, but no less terrifying for that. Charles crawled in darkness, looking for a way out. He had had similar dreams ever since, at the age of seven, he had been trapped by a small collapse in one of the Unobtainium mines. The sight of his grandfather’s lantern had been the most welcome thing Charles had ever seen, and the fear of darkness had stayed with him for twenty-five years.
But this time there was something different and the difference was holding him there in the dark as his sleeping mind fought to awaken and to determine what was wrong. He had just worked out that the floor was smooth, too smooth to be the floor of the tunnel, when the light appeared from above. Cold, pale blue light flooded into the chamber, a roughly square cell with a tin bucket in the corner. Charles knew that light all too well, recognised the colour even as he felt his skin begin to burn under the torrent of radiation. Felt his eyes melting…
He jerked awake, barely noticing the blanket, which Harroway must have put over his shoulders, falling behind him. He had fallen asleep at his desk trying to come up with some way of removing the contamination from Kate’s body, and he had dreamed of what it must have been like for her. She had lived much of her life in darkness. Perhaps she had seen daylight when taken up to be experimented on, but Cooper had arranged it so that he could expose her to the blue light of the reactor without her leaving her cell. A channel had been cut through the floor, covered by a lead plate. They had found it when they had moved the reactor. All to make it easier to irradiate the girl.
Why had he done that? His experiments appeared to use the cages with radiation directed through the light tubes. Yet he had made it a simple matter of moving a metal plate to fill Kate’s cell with the same energy. It seemed… uncontrolled. Unscientific. Cooper was insane, but he was an insane scientist. So why use such a haphazard method… Unless it served some other purpose.
Charles bolted to his feet and rushed to the door. ‘Harroway!’
A door at the end of the hall opened and the manservant, immaculately dressed even at whatever time it was, appeared through it. ‘Sir? Your tone suggests that you have found an answer to your conundrum.’
‘Not an answer, but possibly a palliative. Call the hospital and tell them to have Kate ready to travel. If they can provide an ambulance, so much the better. Then call Greenwich and tell them I need our heaviest suit ready for me when I get there. I’ll be collecting Kate and taking her there.’
Harroway actually raised an eyebrow. ‘You are taking the young woman to the largest Unobtainium reactor in the country, sir?’
‘Yes. I believe I know why her father was exposing her to the radiation. I believe that it may be the only thing which keeps her alive!’
Greenwich.
Kate’s condition had worsened, but she was still on her feet and quite capable of moving under her own power, and the sight of the huge, brick-built building which housed arguably the Unobtainium Company’s greatest achievement caused her eyes to widen.
‘Very big,’ she said as Charles led her from the ambulance to the main doors. ‘Very big house.’
‘No one lives in this house, my dear. We call them “buildings” when no one lives in them. Or factories, or warehouses, or… Well, you can learn all those words later. This one is where we keep a reactor, a machine like the one your father had, with the blue light. Do you trust me, Kate?’
She stopped and looked at him. ‘You want to show me the light.’
‘I believe that it stabilises… No, a simpler explanation. I believe that it stops you becoming sick.’
She nodded. ‘Sometimes when I was sick, father showed me the light and I felt better. Sometimes I not sick and it make me sick, but not… not like the same sick.’ She lifted the arm which had been burned but was now perfect skin. ‘Like this.’
‘Then we go in. I’ll take you into the room, but you will have to come out when you think you’ve had enough. I have no way of determining how much exposure you need.’
She frowned at him. ‘If you come too, you get hurt.’
‘I have a way of protecting myself. Don’t you worry.’
Charles’s method of protecting himself, a heavier version of the suits the hazard teams wore with a solid, armoured chest and helmet, and triple-layered cloth everywhere else, reduced Kate to a fit of giggles. ‘Sharles is funny,’ she proclaimed.
He smiled, even if she could probably barely see it through the thick, Unobtainium-doped glass of the small window in his helmet. ‘Yes, I probably look funny, but even with this on, I cannot stay with you for too long.’
Kate nodded, suddenly very serious. ‘Sharles not hurt himself for me. I am brave. I stay on self. Get better. Come out.’
‘Very good. This way.’
The reactor room was sealed behind six feet of brick, concrete, and lead, but there was one way to get through. The tunnel had three doors. The first, thick, iron, and locked until Charles opened it, led into an antechamber where he paused, hanging up a new shift the hospital had provided on a peg.
‘Kate, listen carefully,’ he said. Kate put on a studious expression which almost made him laugh. ‘When you come out, you need to remove your dress and place it into this receptacle here.’ He indicated a large, metal bucket with a lid across the tunnel from the peg. ‘It must be burned. This new dress is for when you go out through the door. Do you understand?’
She nodded emphatically. ‘When I come out, I put this dress in bucket and put on new one. Thank you for new dress.’
‘My pleasure. Let us continue.’
There was a second door, this one made of a thin layer of adamantium welded to a thicker iron base, and then the third door with a thicker adamantium layer let them into the reactor room.
It was not dark. The room was fifty feet across and the centre of it was a metal sphere ten feet in diameter. The size of the thing had meant that casting the case had not been an easy operation. They had known it would leak and so they had constructed the room around it to absorb that leakage. In a way it made things easier since the blue light of the reactor provided illumination. Surrounding the reactor itself were pipes, coiled copper pipes in large numbers, all of them there to absorb the heat of the reactor and convert water into steam which in turn was used to generate electricity. The heat in the reactor room was more oppressive, but less lethal, than the radiation.
As Charles opened the door, he heard the Geiger counter on his suit begin to click. Kate looked at him as though she might be about to start giggling again. ‘Now Sharles make funny noise.’
‘That is telling me that there is radiation in this room. The blue light.’
‘Yes.’ She could see that.
‘Stay near to the wall.’ He pulled the door closed and turned the locking wheel. ‘You see how this door is opened and closed? You turn this wheel–’
‘And the bars move, and it open.’
‘You are an observant girl. Good.’
‘Now you go. Sharles will not hurt for me.’
He looked at her through the hazy glass. ‘You will come out as soon as you feel better?’
‘Yes, Sharles.’
‘You remember you have to change clothes?’
‘Yes, Sharles.’
The urgent clicking of the radiation meter told him she was right to insist, but it was still with reluctance that he turned the wheel and left her to the mercy of the vast, metal beast behind him.
~~~
William Rotham watched as one of the greatest minds in the country paced back and forth across the access room of the power plant. There was every possibility that Charles was going to wear a groove in the concrete floor, not that Rotham planned to point this out. He liked his job. Chief engineer paid well and kept his wife in the style she enjoyed, and the work was generally more supervisory than practical. And it was in the dry.
‘It’s been over ninety minutes,’ Charles said.
‘Just coming up to one hundred, sir.’
‘That’s… if she’s stayed near the wall as I instructed, that would be… thirty roentgens of exposure.’ Rotham quietly marvelled at the fact that Charles could just work that out in his head. ‘It’s not certain death, but she should be badly burned, nauseous… I’m going to go back in and check on her.’
‘Sir, I think that it would be wise–’ He stopped as a red light appeared above the door. ‘The reactor room door has been opened, sir.’
Charles stopped pacing and looked up at the light. ‘All right, you know what’s required. We’ll need to isolate her if she’s giving off too much radiation, which I’d rather not do, but I think she’ll understand.’
Rotham picked up a Geiger counter, the head mounted on the end of a six-foot pole, and waited. A minute or so later Kate emerged from the tunnel, dressed in her new, white shift, and turned dutifully to close the door.
‘Kate,’ Charles said, ‘just wait there for a moment. This is Mister Rotham and he is going to check that you are not… He’s going to make sure you did not bring any of the light out with you.’
‘Radiation,’ Kate said seriously as Rotham extended the pole out towards her.
Charles smiled. ‘Indeed. I really must stop treating you like a child. You clearly have a good memory. Rotham?’
Rotham was frowning at his instrument. ‘Uh, she appears to be clean, sir.’ He scanned the probe up to Kate’s head and then down to her feet. Then he shook the box as though he was having trouble believing what he was seeing. ‘Too clean, if I may be so bold. The instrument is reading the background of this room, always a little higher than outside, but nothing from Miss Kate. It’s as though she had never been in the reactor room.’
Charles walked over to Rotham and took the device from him, peering at the set of gauges on the top. He turned it off, back on again, waited for it to warm up, and peered once again at the needles.
‘You continue to astound me, Kate,’ Charles said, handing the box back to Rotham. ‘By rights you should be burned and sick, if not dying, but you seem to be completely unaffected.’
‘Burns could show up later, sir,’ Rotham pointed out.
‘Indeed, but that does not explain this total lack of apparent contamination.’
‘Agreed, sir, but I’m an engineer, not a physicist. I’ll leave the explanations to you, if you don’t mind the presumption.’
Charles chuckled. ‘I do not, Mister Rotham. Thank you for your assistance. Come, Kate. We’ll get you back to the hospital and have you watched for a few hours. I will attempt to find a more permanent home for you now that we know what is required. I believe that there is only one place we can put you, and I am afraid that I will have to do some persuading to make it work.’
Royal College of Surgeons, Lincoln’s Inn Fields.
‘There are no signs of ill effects from the exposure,’ Wilberforce said. ‘I consulted one of our experts in the field and he professed disbelief. I assured him that your estimations were correct, and he agreed that you of all people would know. He believes the young lady to be either lucky beyond all women, or blessed by God Himself.’
‘Perhaps God did look down upon Cooper’s work and decide that it could not be allowed to stand,’ Charles allowed. ‘Sadly, He did not have more hand in Kate’s nature than He does in any of us. I swear that her father will pay for his detestable acts, but that is for another day.’ He looked around at Franklin, who was attending the hospital because Charles had requested he be there to give his opinion on Charles’s plans. ‘Inspector, you said that you had some news?’
‘I do, sir, and it is as disquieting as the young lady’s miraculous health.’
Charles frowned. ‘Please, continue.’
‘We got a name from Cooper. Kate’s mother was named Helen Brighton and, on searching our files, we discovered the name. A known prostitute, I am sorry to say, even though she was barely eighteen. She was known to frequent the Strand and Catherine Street.’ Charles gave a wince; he knew the kind of girl who plied her trade there and they were among the lowest of their unfortunate breed. ‘She was reported missing by a “friend” and we later found a body which matched her description in the Old Deer Park out near Kew.’
‘And also quite near to Cooper’s residence.’
‘Indeed, sir. At the time, the doctor who performed the autopsy believed that she had been with child soon before her death and may have died giving birth, but he could not be sure.’
Charles gave a nod. ‘Cooper said Kate’s mother died giving birth, though I’d wager he did little to save her and planned to do away with her had she survived. I am not hearing anything disquieting, Inspector.’
‘Well, it’s the timing, sir. Helen Brighton’s body was found, no more than a day and a half old, in January of nineteen-fourteen. She herself was not eighteen.’
Charles looked at Kate, now the picture of health and apparently in her mid-teenage years. ‘She’s… five!’
‘Chronologically,’ Wilberforce stated. ‘She was born five and a half years ago, but her physical and mental development are that of someone of fifteen or sixteen. Many animals reach maturity far more quickly than humans do and you said yourself that Cooper had somehow melded her with lower animals. Her remarkable healing ability may also allow her to grow at an accelerated rate without developmental abnormalities.’
‘Well, that just settles the matter,’ Charles said, almost a growl. ‘My intention, gentlemen, is to take Kate to my family’s estate in Scotland. There is a small reactor there, my grandfather’s original experimental design, which can supply her with the radiation she needs, and I will be able to provide her with the education she lacks. Further, I intend to apply for guardianship.’
‘She may be needed to give evidence in her father’s trial,’ Franklin commented, ‘which would mean her returning to London. Aside from that, I see no problem.’
‘You are being most generous to the girl,’ Wilberforce added. ‘I know that you have good doctors in Ullapool to tend to the mine workers, so she should be in good hands if required.’
Charles gave a nod. ‘And you, Kate, would you accept my offer of a home?’
‘I go to live with Sharles?’
‘On my father’s estate. There would be me at least some of the time, my father, my step-mother and her daughter, my grandmother, and the servants, of course. You can learn more words, and proper manners. There is a lot of open space you can walk in, if you wish.’
Kate smiled broadly and then schooled her face into a more gentlewomanly expression. ‘I would be most pleased to accep’ your grace-us offer.’
King’s Cross Station, Camden.
Kate was in awe. The huge, wrought-iron roof of the station stood over her head and the vast, streamlined forms of several large locomotives stood on the tracks around her, hissing and steaming. She did not appear in the least bit scared of this wonder; her eyes were wide as she looked around at all the metal and brick.
Charles was also in awe, and more frightened. The awe stemmed from the sight of Kate in one of the dresses Antonia had procured for her. It was a little on the old-fashioned side being wide of skirt with lots of folds and a lace over-skirt, but the bodice fitted her perfectly showing off her trim form while covering everything right up to the high collar. Victorian fashions were still very much in vogue for the gentlewoman, even if some more liberal garments were becoming appropriate even for the most genteel. Charles had always been pleased when bustles finally appeared to have died out entirely at the end of the last century.
The fear was due to what Antonia was telling him. ‘We went through the various fastenings and the application of her corset. She seems to understand fully what is required. I must say that the girl seems to absorb and retain information at a remarkable rate. Her vocabulary has increased quite markedly in the few days she has spent in the hospital. However, it is likely that she will require some assistance in dressing tomorrow morning.’
They were taking the sleeper train to Edinburgh and then transferring to another service to continue on to Ullapool. When they would rise in the morning for breakfast before their arrival in Edinburgh the only person available to provide Kate with any assistance she might need would be Charles.
‘Your confidence in my abilities surely does not extend to ladies’ clothing, Mrs Wooster,’ Charles said. He was aware that he sounded a little whining and he knew he was blushing. David, standing nearby, was trying very hard not to appear too amused.
Antonia rolled her eyes. ‘You have seen her in nothing but a shift, and in less when you discovered her. She can manage her own bloomers and bodice, but the corset is hard to manage alone. She knows not to make it too tight, but a helping hand would make this easier for her. Be a gentleman, Charles, or a detached scientist if that makes it easier.’
‘I’ll do my best. To be quite frank, that worries me less than our reception at Rhidorroch. Georgina is likely to be less than thrilled.’
Antonia gave a less than ladylike grunt of disgust. ‘Just remember that your step-mother is in no position to cast even the smallest of pebbles, Charles. Besides, I am quite sure that Lilian will love Kate.’
‘Oh, I believe your assessment to be quite accurate. If only because it will annoy her daughter-in-law.’
Great Northern Railway Line.
There was some moon in the sky, but there were clouds and now that the sun had gone Charles had suggested closing the blinds, but Kate had requested that he leave them open. She sat at the window of Charles’s berth looking out into the near darkness while he read a book.
‘You can actually see something out there?’ Charles asked.
‘Yes. Not as good as day, but I see.’
‘Eyes of a cat,’ Charles mused.
‘I hear good too.’ She paused, frowning. ‘I have good hearing too,’ she amended.
‘And a good mind. Your English is improving in leaps and bounds.’
She flashed him a fanged grin. ‘Don’t know leap or bound.’
‘Different words for jumping.’
‘I heard at the station too. Sharles not… hurt himself to help me dress.’
‘I will not, my dear. I will be a little embarrassed. Embarrassment will not hurt me, especially in this case. Mrs Wooster had the right of it. It is a gentleman’s duty to assist a lady in whatever manner she may require.’
‘I am not a lady. Not like Antonia.’
‘A lady, my dear Kate, is a woman who behaves like a lady, whether they come from the right family or not. It is also a woman who others treat as a lady, and I intend to do that very thing with you. I will assist you should you require it. Do not be afraid to ask, even though I blush like a schoolboy.’
She giggled. ‘Who is Georgina?’
Charles’s face straightened. ‘You and I have something in common. Neither of us ever knew our mothers. Mine, Elisabeth, died giving birth to me, as your mother died giving birth to you. Some years later my father remarried. Georgina is my step-mother. You will, of course, be calling her Lady Barstow-Hall. My father is Alexander, Sir Barstow-Hall. He accepted the knighthood my grandfather never would.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘Ah, well, when I said a lady was a woman who acted like one, I neglected to mention that a Lady is also the husband of a knight. It is an honour bestowed on someone by the King. My father is, properly, Sir Barstow-Hall so my step-mother is, properly, Lady Barstow-Hall.’
Kate peered at him, yellow eyes intent. ‘But she not act like a lady?’
Charles peered back. ‘I believe, Kate, that you are a very perceptive young woman. I also believe that I should let you make your own mind up about Georgina.’
Kate gave a nod. ‘I will. Then I will not say. Father did not like me saying what I think. I am good at that too.’
‘Beautiful, perceptive, and wise beyond your years. Lilian really will like you.’
20th April.
Kate ate breakfast in the dining car very carefully. The thought occurred to Charles that the girl had almost certainly learned to use a knife and fork in the last few days; she was uneasy with the implements and even a little unsure of the food. He had never thought to question what she had been eating for the last few years, but she ate with the air of someone who wanted to bolt down her food and was controlling herself. The black pudding on the plate was particularly perplexing for her. Charles had never liked the stuff, primarily because when he was a child the family cook had always managed to turn it into something akin to shotgun wadding. Kate poked at it, cut off a small piece to try, and then her eyes widened and she tucked into the rest of it with gusto. Charles quietly moved his own slices to Kate’s plate, grinning as he did so.
The horror of the corset had not been nearly as bad as Charles had thought it would be. Kate was already dressed in thick stockings, a thin, cotton chemise, and a pair of cotton bloomers when she knocked on the connecting door. He was dimly aware that the design of the latter garment still had a split crotch, but there was nothing visible and, as Antonia had said, he had seen her in less. He focussed on that and not the way the chemise actually seemed to make her moderately large breasts more erotic.
That task was made simpler by having to concentrate on what he could only describe as some form of Chinese puzzle: the laces on the short corset. Kate explained what had to be done, but it still took a good five minutes to get all the tensions right so that the pressure was even all the way down, not too tight, but tight enough. There had been a movement in the latter part of the old century against tight lacing. Wasp waists had been the expression of beauty in a woman, but the tight corsets had resulted in organ damage, fractured ribs, and the tendency to faint. Kate would have had the considerable advantage of having that sort of figure without having to be placed in strict bondage to achieve it.
Still, Charles had had to comment that ‘There has to be a better way to do this’ when they were finally finished.
Their surroundings continued to fascinate Kate. It seemed to Charles the most natural thing possible: the girl had seen little more than the inside of her cell for five years and was, obviously, keen to see what was outside it. As they finished breakfast, they were getting closer to Edinburgh and the landscape was changing from the wild Scottish lowland scenery to a more urban form.
Kate savoured the last mouthful of eggs and black pudding, swallowed, and asked, ‘Are we now at your home?’
‘Not yet. We are barely half of the way there, in fact. This is Edinburgh, the jewel of Scotland. Here we change trains to another, slightly smaller one, which will take us to Ullapool. We should be there not long after midday and I have arranged for us to be met there to continue on by road to Rhidorroch.’
‘Rhidorroch,’ Kate said, rolling the sound around in her mouth like more of the black pudding. ‘I like it. It is a name you can taste.’
‘It’s from Scottish Gaelic, An Ruigh Dhorcha. It’s a deer estate, with lots of land around the hall.’
‘Lots of land?’ Kate asked, her eyes widening.
‘Lots.’
Ullapool, Ross-shire.
The town of Ullapool had once been a fairly sleepy harbour for fishing boats and with something of a reputation for local music. Then Hunter Hall had discovered the telltale signs of Unobtainium in the rocks around the town and everything had changed. For several decades the scenery around the town had been marred by the huge lift derricks required to lower men into the mines, but they had modernised to fully electric lifts, powered by an Unobtainium reactor, in 1910 and it was once again possible to see the beauty of the surrounding countryside from the town itself.
Hodges was waiting on the platform when they arrived, ready to collect their bags. He was a man in his mid-twenties, quite handsome in his chauffer’s uniform with a peaked cap. He did his best not to look excessively surprised at the woman disembarking with Charles, taller than either of them and strikingly beautiful. Hodges was not used to seeing Master Charles with a woman, unless it was a married friend’s wife. The girl’s eyes just put the icing on the cake.
‘Hodges, this is Kate,’ Charles said, handing a single case over to the chauffer. ‘Kate, Hodges is the family chauffer. That means that he drives our cars for us.’
‘Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ Kate said, bobbing a curtsey.
‘There’s no need to be doing that for me, Miss,’ Hodges said. ‘I’m just a servant, though I thank you for the honour.’ He had something of an accent, but not a local one; Charles’s father had found him in London, just out of the Army.
‘Kate is a… special case,’ Charles said. ‘I’ll be briefing the staff later, but you’re to treat her as a guest. However, save your curtsies for the family, Kate. Did Mrs Wooster teach you that?’
‘Yes. She said it was correct for a gentleman or a lady when I met them. I not worked out how to tell yet.’
‘You’ll get the hang of it.’
‘Pardon, sir,’ Hodges asked, ‘but is the young lady foreign? I’ve never seen eyes like that and her accent is… different.’
‘She was born in Richmond, Hodges, but I doubt you’ll find anyone like her anywhere else in the world. Come, let us be on our way.’
The drive always took longer than Charles liked. The old Bentley was not swift and it took its time getting up hills. Kate’s delight at their surroundings seemed to make light of the journey, however.
‘Has she never seen hills before, sir?’ Hodges asked from the front seat.
‘No, Hodges. Kate has been kept in the dark, locked up, for her entire life. This is the first trip she has ever had which did not involve the back of an ambulance.’
Hodges was silent for a second. ‘Sir, I assume she’s not a criminal, so why would someone do that to her?’
‘Father,’ Kate said, ‘was making me special.’
‘Her father?’
‘Yes, Hodges,’ Charles interrupted, ‘and Kate is rather more sanguine about the entire affair than I appear to be. Perhaps we could discuss something else.’
‘Right you are, sir. The weather is due to be fine this week.’
Charles burst into a fit of laughter. ‘Good. Very good.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Kate said, looking bewildered. ‘Why is that funny?’
Rhidorroch.
Rhidorroch Hall was a three-storey, two-winged building in the Georgian style. Hunter Hall had had the entire thing constructed when he bought the park. Charles occupied the east wing when he was at home, along with his grandmother and the laboratory, which took up a substantial amount of space.
There was, however, plenty of room for a few spare rooms and with Kate installed in one of them, Charles went down to talk to his father. He had seen Alexander and Georgina watching from the upper floor of the west wing and Alicia peeking out from another window, but none of them had come down. Lilian would wait for later to see the newcomer, Charles was sure of that.
Alexander was in the drawing room when Charles found him, standing before the fireplace. Georgina was sitting in one of the large chairs nearby. Alexander was not an especially tall man but was approaching sixty fairly gracefully though his hair had gone fully grey in his forties. He had the Hall looks, as did Charles. Neither of them would be classed as handsome, but they could hold their own against the majority with their heads held high. Charles had never really cared about his looks, while his father did. That presented primarily in his father having his hair cut at the best barber he could afford, and he could afford a very good barber, once a month when he went to London. They both had hazel eyes, fairly thin lips, noses which tended to a slight bulb, and a small cleft to their chins. Charles’s face was thinner; age was starting to tell around Alexander’s cheeks.
Georgina was another matter. Over twenty years Alexander’s junior, she was only four years older than Charles and still quite beautiful. A blonde, she kept her long hair tightly bound into a bun almost all the time as she thought the style made her look respectable. She had blue eyes, but with a hint of green to them, and pale skin. Her figure was still trim. She hated Antonia Wooster because they both followed the same archetype, but Antonia was streets ahead of her, but worse, Antonia really did not care that she was attractive, while Georgina had staked her future on it.
‘Bringing home strays now, son?’ Alexander asked by way of a welcome.
‘Her name is Kate. Her father used her as an experimental subject and her body is infused with Unobtainium two-six-two. She requires approximately weekly exposure to enough radiation to cause severe ill-health or death, otherwise she will die.’
‘But why bring her here?’ Georgina put in.
Alexander gave a sigh. Georgina probably assumed this was because Alexander had realised the reason and thought it unfortunately appropriate. Charles knew that the answer would have been obvious to anyone and that Alexander was constantly disappointed in his second wife’s lack of perception. ‘Because this house runs on a reactor and she can have easy access to it at any time. What do you plan to do with her? Is it even possible to infuse someone with Unobtainium?’
‘It should have killed her, but there she is. As to what I want to do, I want to discover a way to remove the metal from her system. Beyond that, she needs to learn. Mrs Morton can teach her proper manners, sufficient to function in society at least. She is a very amenable girl, but uneducated. She seems to learn quickly so the task should not be too onerous.’
‘I realise that you feel responsible for every foul act perpetrated using the metal, but–’
‘Kate has been subjected to such ungodly things that listing them in front of Georgina would be ungentlemanly, Father. It is our duty to help her. Without our company, and the produce thereof, she would not be in the state she is in, and I will not hear of turning her away when she needs our help. If your duty does not sway you, the girl is a scientific miracle and I may learn much which can further increase the yearly profits during my attempts to cure her.’
One could almost hear the sound of cash registers ringing up sales in Alexander’s head. When Hunter Hall had died, the Unobtainium Company had stagnated until Charles had taken over research and development. Charles was the future of the company and Alexander knew it.
It was, however, Georgina who spoke, because she had a love of wealth which left Alexander’s in the shade. ‘I am sure that she will be a welcome addition to our little family,’ she said with a beaming smile.
 



The Animal Within
Rhidorroch, 31st May 1920.
‘This,’ Charles said, holding up a small, hexagonal bottle with a waxed cork stopper and a colourless liquid inside, ‘is what I’ve been working on.’
‘And he’s very proud of it,’ Antonia added.
Kate peered at the bottle and the label which decorated one face. ‘Katheros?’ she read.
‘It’s something of a bastardisation of the Greek,’ Charles said, ‘for “clean.” This chemical, injected into the blood, neutralises radioactive particles and allows them to be flushed naturally from the body. If my chemistry is correct, it should work on a number of heavy metals.’
‘The Unobtainium in me?’ Kate asked, sounding as though she was trying not to be hopeful. She, rightly, assumed that if that were likely, Charles would have already tried it.
‘You are not afflicted in the same manner as those Katheros was designed to treat. The metal, a few atoms of it anyway, is somehow bonded within your cells, within the very nucleus of your cells. Miraculous though Katheros is, it cannot work a sufficient miracle to cure you. In a way, that is unsurprising since it was derived from your blood with its remarkable ability to shed accumulated radiation.’
Kate smiled. ‘So you may not be able to cure me yet, but your research into my nature has allowed you to cure others. I am… extremely pleased.’ Kate’s language skills and vocabulary had increased markedly in the thirteen months she had been at Rhidorroch. Her voice still carried the same husky, sensuous quality it had had when Charles had found her, which would likely forever preclude her from some circles of society, but she spoke with the confidence of an educated young woman now even if she was, technically, only six.
She looked far older, perhaps eighteen. As predicted, she had grown another few inches, but that seemed to have finally stopped at almost precisely six feet in height. It still put her head and shoulders over most women and taller than many men. Her chest and hips had filled out as well, but her waist had remained narrow. She had allowed her hair to grow out; it was now past shoulder length and she habitually wore it pulled back into a ponytail, the fringe arranged artfully around her face. Kate had grown into a beautiful woman, and Charles had no end of worries over the virtue of his ward.
She was, in fact, now his ward. Guardianship had been granted to him in May of the previous year, the day after Alfred Cooper had been sentenced to life in prison for his crimes. There had been a move to have him hanged, but there was insufficient evidence that he had played a sufficient part in the demise of Helen Brighton, and Charles himself had urged leniency hoping that Cooper might be persuaded to finally tell all about his experiments on Kate. On Katherine, according to the law; Kate had been registered with Somerset House under the name Katherine Felix, a reference to her cat-like eyes, which she found amusing.
‘I hoped you would be,’ Charles went on, smiling, ‘but there is one other thing which may make it more pleasing. When we create something new like this we register it using something called a “patent.”’
‘I know what a patent is, Sharles. Sir Barstow-Hall mentions them frequently. Often at dinner.’ She still called him ‘Sharles.’ He was absolutely sure that she could say his name correctly now, but she retained the affectation. Once when she had been apologising for pronouncing his name incorrectly he had told her that he rather liked the way she said it, and he was sure that that was her reason for continuing to do so.
Charles decided not to comment upon his father’s habit of discussing business at the dinner table. ‘Well, good. I don’t have to explain what your name being on the patent beside mine means then.’
Kate frowned. ‘Sir Barstow-Hall’s comments led me to believe that the patent was necessary for earnings to be made for an invention.’
‘Indeed. This will give you a small income for every bottle of Katheros sold. It will be modest, but it will be your own. I intend to do the same for any other invention I derive from studying you. I believe the most promising of those could very well provide you with a quite worthy income, if I can bring it to market.’
Kate’s face lit up. Her smile still made Charles’s heart skip a beat or two. ‘Thank you, Sharles. This is most generous. Would my guardian accept a kiss on the cheek as, inadequate, recompense for this great kindness?’
‘I believe propriety would allow such a gesture, Charles,’ Antonia said, her smile just a little mischievous.
‘I… will accept your gracious offer, Miss Felix,’ Charles said, knowing his cheeks were colouring. He got to his feet as Kate did, but she still had to bend a little to place a chaste kiss on his left cheek.
‘Thank you, Sharles,’ she said, her voice low and quite serious. ‘You did not have to do this and I am too grateful for words for your generosity.’
‘You know Charles dotes on you, child,’ Antonia said, ‘and it was your blood which provided the source for this concoction, which, I believe, gives hope to unfortunate people who could look forward only to a lingering death. That you receive some recompense for your part in its creation, and their salvation, is only proper.’
Kate bowed her head to Antonia, and then the smile was gone, replaced by concern. ‘There is… still no news?’
‘None, I am afraid. The authorities have given up hope. I, myself, cannot quite do so, but I must practically admit that David is gone even though I entertain a lingering belief that he may walk through the door at any moment.’
David Wooster had been missing for almost nine months. He had taken a ship to Bermuda on business which required speed and had insisted that his wife not expose herself to the harsh conditions on the ship he had found able to get him across the Atlantic. When a distress call heard by other shipping had gone out, a search had been started. Charles had hired an airship to take Antonia out to overlook the area and they had tried for over ten days to find any trace of the vessel. All their efforts had been in vain.
Kate nodded. ‘Anything I say would sound like empty platitude. Under the circumstances, I am told that silence is the better option.’
Antonia smiled, if a little bleakly, as Kate returned to her seat. ‘Mrs Morton has done an excellent job in educating you in the manners of a lady.’
‘Everyone has been most patient with my shortcomings and generous with their advice,’ Kate replied, smiling.
‘What my ward means to say,’ Charles said wearily, ‘is that Mrs Morton has, indeed, done a most commendable job, and my step-mother and her daughter have assisted by pointing out where Kate errs whenever she might do so in their presence.’ Antonia gave Charles a glance which stated that she was fully aware that such remarks said more about the unladylike behaviour of his relatives than those of his ward. ‘In the meantime, Kate has learned to ride, Master Sun is most happy with her progress and has said that she is “most promising,” which I took to mean he was surprised with her capabilities, she can cook, dance respectably, play the pianoforte, sing, and her knowledge of our Empire’s history is now quite acceptable.’
Antonia gave a soft chuckle. ‘David remarked upon her accurate use of a rifle as well. Tell me, Kate, are the breathing exercises and similar techniques helping you control your more… basic side?’
‘I have not had an episode of… atavistic outpouring for some months, Mrs Wooster. Though recently… Recently there have been some periods when I have grown restive. I find a long walk usually makes me feel better for a time. I love walking in the hills around the estate.’
‘I believe I would appreciate a turn out myself this afternoon. Perhaps we could go together. The Highlands of Scotland are far removed from the dense jungles of the Congo, but the air here is less stifling and the weather is due to be most pleasant. Will you join us, Charles?’
‘I would gladly do so, Mrs Wooster, but there are details I need to discuss with my father and I would rather have those chores out of the way as soon as is possible.’
~~~
‘The Navy has already placed an order for a thousand units of Katheros,’ Alexander said, ‘for use by the engine room staff on the Empress of the World.’
‘There has always been a problem of exposure on that vessel,’ Charles said. ‘I believe when it is seen how effective Katheros is, we will see further orders.’
‘Well and good. An exemplary piece of work, Charles. Exemplary… However, there is another matter your step-mother and I wish to discuss.’
Charles had known when he had seen Georgina sitting there with her sewing that this was coming. He managed to restrain himself from sighing. About once a month Georgina had new objections to Kate’s presence. Charles had avoided the issue for the last few months because he had spent so much of his time in London with the clinical trials of his new drug and the analysis of the results. That probably meant she would have stored up a number of objections ready for this meeting.
‘She can’t stay, Charles,’ Georgina began. ‘Her outbursts of feral nature unsettle the staff, and there is the matter of this Oriental gentleman you had brought here.’
‘Master Sun’s teachings, along with the marksmanship classes of Mister and Mrs Wooster, have assisted in suppressing Kate’s atavistic episodes. That is the reason he is here. And I might add that he is sufficiently happy with her progress that he will be returning to London when I do. He believes that Kate is quite capable of practising on her own.’
‘Well, the practice is part of the problem! She is out there every morning and evening, dressed in… in pyjamas!’
‘Mrs Reid is not a woman who takes these things lightly,’ Charles replied, speaking of the housekeeper. ‘The sight of a bare ankle is anathema to her, and yet she has allowed that the “pyjamas” you speak of are fully decorous and practical given the nature of the exercises. Far from unsettling the staff, they all like her. She treats them with the respect they deserve and does not ask of them more than she deserves.’
‘She swims in the lake at night!’ Georgina squeaked. ‘After everyone else has gone to their bed, she leaves the house to swim in the lake. Naked!’
There was a small sound from Alexander, and Charles allowed himself to glance at his father. The older Barstow-Hall was holding his face in his hand as though wondering how he had managed to marry a woman who allowed herself to fall into her own traps. Of course, Charles knew exactly why the marriage had happened, and he could never fathom how a man so intelligent had fallen into such a trap himself.
‘After dark?’ Charles asked.
‘Yes, quite late when any gentlewoman should be abed.’
‘Then how would you be aware of it, Georgina?’
‘I… have been suffering from bouts of insomnia. I observed her from my bedroom window.’
‘In the dark? From a window which faces west and does not directly overlook the lake for the express reason that you claim it affects your constitution?’ There was a pause as Georgina tried to come up with a reply and then Charles displayed his gentlemanly qualities to the best. ‘I will speak with her on the matter. Are we concluded?’
‘There is one other matter, Charles,’ Alexander said, and the fact that it was him saying it gave his son pause. ‘Twice now in the past few months your ward has been… restive. She often takes long walks to clear her head, for which I commend her, but when she is around others she acts in a manner which is disturbing. It is almost as if she stalks them. I’ve seen her following some of the grooms around the stable.’
‘You believe she is dangerous?’
‘I… believe she is unsure why she is doing it herself.’
‘It’s unbecoming,’ Georgina stated.
‘I am quite sure that Kate would agree with that,’ Charles replied.
~~~
‘The first time it happened,’ Kate said as she walked beside Antonia up into the hills above the lake, ‘I simply felt uncomfortable. I had some… odd dreams and I felt restive, unsettled.’
‘Might I ask what happened in these dreams?’
‘I… remember nothing clearly.’
‘I see. Please continue.’
‘The second time there was the same feeling of restlessness, but stronger. I spent much of my time here, in the hills, away from people. I feared that my more feral aspect might emerge. When I returned, I found myself oddly fascinated by the grooms around the stable. The scent was… I was drawn to follow them around. I felt I was stalking them, though I’ve no perception of what I would do with one if I caught him. This is hardly decorous conversation for an afternoon stroll, Mrs Wooster.’
‘I have told you before, Kate, but I see I must say it again, when we are not surrounded by men and those of a more nervous disposition, you will call me Antonia. I believe we are friends, are we not?’
‘I would certainly be honoured to be considered one of yours, Antonia.’
‘And despite what society determines to call your lower station, I yours, Kate. And as to the subject matter, your state of mind concerns me greatly, as it does your guardian. You have made most excellent progress from the barely understandable, might I say almost feral, child I met this year gone. Even then you showed a humility sorely lacking in much of today’s youth, but now you would grace any gentlewoman’s dinner party who would be so fortunate as to have you as a guest. If there is some strange accident of your nature which might disturb your progress, we must uncover it and do what we can to negate it. And I would much rather do so in the bright sunshine than in that stuffy house.’
Kate giggled. ‘In which case, Antonia, I would be most grateful for your assistance in this matter.’
‘Then let us see what can be done. How are you feeling when these moods are not afflicting you?’
~~~
‘It has only happened twice, Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ Mrs Morton stated, ‘but there have been other changes in your young ward since these episodes began.’
Mrs Morton was an old school friend of Georgina’s and rightly a gentlewoman. Her husband had met an untimely end some two years earlier and at that time there had come to light some irregularities in the accounts of his business which had resulted in his wife being left with barely any income. At the same time Georgina had been looking for a governess for Alicia, and so an arrangement had been made. And when Kate had needed an education in manners and etiquette, Mrs Morton had stepped up to the plate, as the Americans said.
Thankfully, while she shared an approximate age with Georgina, the woman had a far more practical and level-headed view of the world and had adjusted to her new circumstances well. It had seemed to Charles that she rather relished the task of educating Kate. It had come as little surprise to discover that Bernard Shaw was one of her favourite playwrights.
‘Please elucidate, Mrs Morton,’ Charles encouraged.
‘Well…’ She looked upward as though trying to put into words her feelings on the matter. ‘When Kate was presented to me, she was a rough girl with few words, no education, and manners born only of a natural inclination to avoid offence. She learned voraciously. I do not believe a child has ever grasped so rapidly all the skills she has acquired in the past year. It is true that undue stress has been known to cause her to become… less humane.’
‘There is no need to dissemble, Mrs Morton. I told you of Kate’s nature when I requested your assistance. We know that there are more basic elements of her brain which can gain a stronger hold upon her. Even if I succeed in curing her of her primary affliction, she may be plagued by those problems her entire life and you have done much to ensure that she is well equipped to avoid circumstances which provoke her in such a manner.’
Mrs Morton gave a nod, accepting the compliment. ‘Since the first of these incidents, her progress has slowed. She is an intelligent girl and she still learns well, but not with the remarkable speed she has shown previously. Something about her has changed, Doctor.’
~~~
‘And these episodes last for perhaps six days?’ Antonia asked. ‘And then you return to normal?’
‘Aside from Mrs Morton’s disquiet at my decreased retention, yes. I feel no different now than I always have.’ Kate frowned. ‘That is not quite true. I feel…’ She paused, stopping her pace to consider and then shaking her head. ‘I cannot express it, for I have no frame of reference and no words to describe it. The world seems sharper, the scents stronger. I am stronger, I know that. There are times when I am practising Master Sun’s forms that I can feel the power within me, just as he says I should. The perfect balance of yin and yang, the taiji he calls it. I can feel that power and it scares me a little, but it also makes me feel… exhilarated.’
‘Perhaps I should try Master Sun’s exercises myself. What is it he calls them?’
‘Taiji chuan, which I am given to understand means “supreme ultimate fist.” It is an art which has been taught in China for centuries.’
‘You understand some Chinese?’
‘I have learned a little Mandarin Chinese and some French, which Mrs Morton says can be of use.’
‘It can indeed. Mandarin less so, but for trade. I myself speak Afrikaans and a little Zulu and Gikuyu. Enough to get by in the regions of the Dark Continent I visit.’
‘Oh, it must be exciting to travel to such remote locales. You said that you were knowledgeable of the jungles of the Congo. I should love to see a jungle one day.’
Antonia laughed. ‘I believe you might, and I have no doubt you would brave the dangers there with the ease you have shown in braving the dangers of the English drawing room. Trust me when I say that the latter is a far more treacherous place, though less likely to result in physical injury.’
‘Believe me, Antonia, when I say that I can well understand your words to be true. I fear we must return. I must spend my afternoon in a different kind of light.’
‘Time for the reactor?’
‘Indeed, though I admit the solitude is not usually disagreeable. Today I have someone to converse with which makes it more so.’
~~~
‘The first occurrence was on the eighteenth of February,’ Charles said, ‘and the second began on April tenth. Mrs Morton noted them in her diary, for the first was unusual and the second cause for concern.’
‘And you’re sure of the dates?’ Antonia asked.
‘When I wish to remember something, I do, Mrs Wooster.’
‘Of course. And Kate said that each episode lasted six days…’
‘Which would give a forty-six-day gap between.’
Antonia smiled. ‘A good memory and an ability with calculation second to none. Forty-six days… Were the pattern repeated, her next episode would begin…’
‘Tomorrow. Of course this phase could be transitional. We have insufficient data to say that this will definitely follow that pattern.’
‘No, but we should be watchful.’ She pursed her lips musingly. ‘Forty-six days… And the way she describes her mood. This reminds me of something and my lack of recollection taxes my patience. Did your grandfather have many books on animal biology?’
‘That was not an area with which he was particularly concerned, though there may be a few. He read voraciously.’
The door of the little drawing room in which they sat opened and Lilian walked in. ‘If either of you stand,’ she said, ‘I shall be most cross.’ And then she made her way to one of the chairs which was still in the sun.
Far from being in the flush of youth, Lilian Barstow-Hall was nevertheless a strong woman who still carried with her some of the beauty which had graced her features when she had married Hunter Hall. Her hair was white now where once it had been a rich gold and her blue eyes were greyer but still had a sharp intelligence about them. Her figure had gone a little over the years and her waist could no longer handle the waspish form it had accepted before, but she was still slim and quite fit. She had loved walking in the hills when she was younger, and still did though her walks had had to be shortened. She hated formality as much, if not more, than Antonia did and tolerated it only when it was absolutely required.
‘Lilian,’ Antonia said, bowing her head.
‘What brings you down from your roost, Lilian?’ Charles asked. Calling her ‘grandmother’ had been known to leave bruises.
‘I saw Kate going out to the reactor building an hour ago. She will return shortly and I wish to spend time with the people I like before I have to put up with the conversation at dinner.’
Antonia suppressed a smirk with some difficulty. ‘Perhaps you could be of assistance. Do you know whether your husband had any books on zoology?’
‘Try the small library on the top floor. Not an area he studied extensively, more of a rocks man, but he had a few books on animals. They’d have been kept in with the other random purchases. The man never could resist a book.’
The door opened once more and Kate came in. She saw Lilian sitting by the window, paused, and then bobbed a polite curtsey. Lilian’s eyes narrowed and Kate grinned brightly at her. ‘Good afternoon, Lilian. It is a pleasure to see you down from your rooms.’
‘Impertinent girl. Come here and give me a kiss before I think you’ve forgotten everything I taught you.’
Kate almost skipped across to kiss Lilian’s cheek before sitting down nearby.
‘Have you been corrupting my ward, Lilian?’ Charles asked. Lilian was well known for her views on the role of women in society. Indeed, it had been her efforts which had finally allowed women into the Barstow Club and she had been very happy indeed when it had been concluded that the fairer sex were the best operators for the Mechman devices.
‘I have not. Kate is a naturally independent young lady and needs no encouragement from me. I have simply been teaching her that formality should be kept for those who deserve and require it, or for when it makes life less bothersome than familiarity. Neither of which applies here. And she delights in testing my patience by showing me deference, which is an adorable feature in and of itself.’ She turned to Kate and asked, ‘Are you well, child?’
‘I am, though if I was affected by the radiation it is unlikely to show for several hours.’
‘You’ve become something of an expert on that yourself, I see,’ Antonia commented.
‘Not an expert, far from it, but Sharles has taught me some small part of the handling of Unobtainium and its uses.’
‘I thought, given her circumstances, that it would be wise,’ Charles said.
‘And it is an interesting subject though I could work for decades and never scratch the surface of what Sharles knows.’
‘Yes, almost certainly,’ Lilian agreed, ‘but then “Sharles” always did have a brain too big for his head. What did Georgina have to say this time?’
‘Oh…’ Charles frowned. ‘Have you been swimming in the lake at night, Kate?’
‘I… Well, yes, but I wait until everyone else is asleep and only when it is warm.’
‘Georgina has apparently seen you, though I cannot imagine how. Her rooms don’t overlook the lake.’
Lilian gave a throaty chuckle. ‘They don’t, but Gall’s do.’
‘The footman?’
‘Handsome young man, don’t you think? Georgina certainly does.’
‘Lilian!’ Antonia said and then shrugged. ‘Not that I’m entirely surprised, but still.’
‘I merely offer an explanation for her ability to see through walls. You keep swimming, Kate. If Georgina objects, I’ll have a word with her.’ She grinned a little maliciously. ‘It won’t be a polite word.’
1st June.
The fresh air of the morning filled Kate’s lungs as she marched out into the hills, calming her thoughts and stilling the heat within her. She turned, looking down on the hall, and felt none of the conflict which had filled her since she had awoken during the night.
Then her petticoat rubbed against her leg and she winced. Lifting the heavy fabric of her skirt away from her thigh helped, but it would be days before the stupid burn healed properly. She had woken in the night with the smarting pain of the damaged skin against her sheets and after that sleeping had been almost impossible. She had decided to go out as soon as the sun showed itself, but now that was proving a problem and she really needed to be away from the hall.
Lifting the front of her skirt high, she turned and walked off into the wilderness, where there were no people to disturb her calm.
~~~
‘Dalton, have you seen Miss Felix?’ Charles asked when there was no sign of the girl at breakfast.
Dalton was an older man who fitted the role of butler well. Alexander had persuaded him away from some Edinburgh family and it had been one of the elder Barstow-Hall’s best decisions. Dalton ran a tight ship and he missed nothing that went on under the roof he was responsible for. That meant he almost certainly knew of Gall’s nocturnal activities which made Charles wonder why he had not called the man up on it.
‘Miss Kate,’ Dalton replied in a voice which had had every ounce of Scottish accent eradicated from it, ‘left the hall not long after sunrise, sir, dressed in her walking attire.’ He always used her first name because she had insisted that she was not of sufficient rank to be treated as a lady, and Dalton was of sufficient breeding that he could not treat her any other way. So she was always ‘Miss Kate’ because if he slipped into using ‘Miss Felix’ he would never stop. ‘She appeared somewhat distracted. Disquieted, one might say.’
Charles glanced at Antonia. This was the forty-seventh day and Kate was out in the hills again. ‘Did you see which way she went, Dalton?’ Antonia asked.
‘North and east, Mrs Wooster. I might add that I believe I detected a slight limp in her stride, favouring her left leg.’
‘I’ll get my medical bag before we go,’ Charles said, frowning.
‘I believe it would be best if I were to go alone, Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ Antonia said. ‘I believe I have some idea what has been troubling your young charge and your presence will merely exacerbate matters.’
Charles’s frown deepened. ‘You’re sure, Mrs Wooster?’
‘I am quite sure, Doctor, though I need to speak with Kate to be certain.’
~~~
Kate had stopped in the most secluded spot she knew, in the lee of a rock outcrop where the wind, not terribly cold at this time of year but still not pleasant, was abated. She knew people had looked for her before and never found her in the small depression. It was difficult to see into from any of the surrounding land and someone would have had to practically fall over it to discover her there.
Antonia Wooster, however, was skilled at tracking wild animals through dense jungle or across open plains. Following a woman in skirts was not such a difficult task, so she found Kate, sitting in the sun with her skirt pulled up into her lap, without too much difficulty.
‘Oh!’ Kate squeaked, rushing to cover her legs.
‘You’ll keep that thigh where I can see it, young lady,’ Antonia ordered sharply. ‘When we heard you were favouring one of your legs, we assumed that you had received a burn from the reactor. I brought a balm to ease it.’
Kate bit her lip but pulled her skirt back up to show the red, flaking skin on the inside of her left thigh. ‘We?’
Antonia busied herself with squatting beside her patient and taking a jar from her satchel. ‘Charles and I. I am the better tracker and was more likely to discover your whereabouts so I came alone.’
‘That’s… good. I don’t wish Charles to see me like this.’
‘You don’t merely mean with your skirts around your waist, because we both know he’s seen you in less.’
‘That feeling is back. The restlessness.’
‘Yes, we assumed that was the case.’
‘You knew?!’
‘We suspected. Hold still, this may sting a little at first.’ Antonia began smoothing a thick, translucent gel onto Kate’s wound and the girl’s breath came as a sharp gasp. ‘It was forty-six days between your first two episodes, and this is the forty-seventh since your last one. Since it has now begun, we can assume a relatively constant pattern. Until it did we could not be certain.’
‘I’m going to be like this every forty-six days?’
‘It appears so, but now that you are, how do you feel? Describe the sensations to me?’
Kate paused; the cooling effect of the gel was starting to ease the pain, numbing the skin, and she could focus more on her other senses. ‘I feel hot, flushed. And I want something, but I’m not sure what. Have you ever had an itch you can’t scratch and it drives you mad?’
‘I believe I am acquainted with the sensation. Tell me, does this itch tend to concentrate in your lower stomach?’
Kate’s cheeks flushed. ‘It… is somewhere in that region that I feel it.’
‘A little lower, perhaps?’
‘Somewhat lower, yes.’
Antonia nodded. ‘I know what is afflicting you, Kate, though how we are to explain it to your guardian I do not know.’
~~~
‘Are you familiar with the term “oestrus,” Charles?’ Antonia asked. She had decided to fall back on the language that her friend was most likely to comprehend, the scientific one.
‘Uh… from the Latin, a frenzy, or a gadfly. Originally from Greek, I believe.’
‘Are you familiar with the modern usage?’ She could tell from the way his cheeks were colouring that he was.
‘A phase in the menstrual cycle of many mammals, though none of the apes appear to exhibit it, nor do humans. The female of the species is receptive to mating at these times. It is vulgarly referred to as “in heat.”’
‘Indeed. Apparently, Kate is subject to these vagaries of biology. I took the liberty of consulting a colleague in the zoological gardens in London when I could not discover the information in your grandfather’s books. The leopard has a cycle which follows a forty-six-day pause and then six or seven days of oestrus.’
Charles’s face darkened. ‘Part of her altered inheritance rearing its head. The cessation of her growth should have warned me that something like this was likely. I confess I had not considered something as divergent as this, but I should have realised that she had become a young woman rather than a girl.’
‘Your self-recrimination is as misdirected as it is expected, my dear Charles. Kate’s biology is entirely new, untrodden territory. There is no map to follow and we must chart our course by being watchful and adapting to circumstances as they present themselves.’
‘Practical as ever, Mrs Wooster. What of Kate? What can be done to ease her pain?’
‘She has confined herself to her room for now. I believe I may have a solution, but I believe you will require some persuasion to see the benefits.’
Charles’s eyes narrowed. ‘Precisely what are you proposing, Mrs Wooster?’
~~~
‘Miss Felix excuses herself,’ Charles said as he sat down to dinner. ‘She is discommoded and will not be able to join us this evening.’
‘She’s acting funny again,’ Alicia sing-songed. Her father glowered at her from the end of the table while her mother gave a slight smile.
‘A lady,’ Lilian said, ‘does not find fault in others, and should she do so, she remains silent about it.’ Alicia shrank under the old woman’s icy glare.
‘If you must know,’ Charles said, ‘she received burns from the reactor yesterday. Her skin is sensitive and she does not wish to inconvenience us with her discomfort.’ Alicia shrank further.
‘This seems a time to make mention of my own news,’ Antonia said, before Alicia could dig a deeper hole for herself. ‘I am required to return to London early regarding a business matter. I am having to deal personally with so many matters Mister Wooster would have managed these days. It is my belief that Miss Felix would benefit from a change of scenery, and I propose to have her travel with me. We will leave early tomorrow.’
‘Oh, we will be most sorry to see you leave,’ Georgina said, just a little too eagerly.
‘Yes we will,’ Lilian said. ‘Nothing serious, I hope?’
‘Entirely mundane, but urgent. I have but a few days to secure the matter and it will take most of two to make the return journey.’
‘What of Miss Felix’s radiation treatment?’ Alexander asked.
Charles was actually impressed by the show of concern. ‘I have called to make arrangements. The Royal Society has a small, experimental reactor which, under the circumstances, they are allowing access to. It is both more convenient and less dangerous than the Greenwich reactor.’
‘And she will lodge with me,’ Antonia added. ‘Once my business is concluded, I will be free to show her more of London. She has had a most meagre experience of that great city in her past life there, and I believe she should see more.’
Alicia gave a sigh. ‘I should like to see that myself.’
‘When you are eighteen and can comport yourself properly,’ her father stated, ‘and not before.’
Great Northern Railway Line, 2nd June.
Kate lay on the top bunk of the sleeping compartment watching as Antonia finished undressing. She had made suggestions that she should assist her benefactor given their natural social positions and Antonia had told her not to be a silly hen. Aside from anything else, Antonia was going to be sure that the skin balm was applied to Kate’s thigh, which was markedly less inflamed now, before retiring.
Antonia was, Kate thought, a fine figure of a woman, but more in the classic English mould than her own sleek form. While Kate’s hips had widened in the last few months, they were still quite narrow; Antonia’s were wider though by no means excessively so. Her narrow waist and full bust added to the hourglass shape. She lacked muscle, but what she had was firm and she was clearly very fit.
‘You sleep unclad?’ Kate asked as Antonia, having folded her dress carefully, slipped onto the bottom bunk without first putting on a nightgown.
‘A habit, a bad one I might add, which I picked up in Africa. The climate is intemperate and I found sleeping in anything uncomfortably warm. Now I find nightclothes keep me awake no matter where I am. A subtle warning on the inadvisability of allowing your standards to slip, Kate.’
Kate gave a giggle and lay back, wondering whether doing the same might seem imprudent; the cotton gown she was wearing was already beginning to rub a little on her burn. But then she would need to sleep over the sheets as well and it was not that warm a night.
‘Do you really think you can cure me of this malady?’ she asked.
‘Cure you, no. There is nothing to cure. Society refuses to accept the fact, but all women have the problem you are exhibiting. You simply have it in an intensified form.’
‘You’ve felt like this?!’
‘On more than one occasion, but I had David who was always more than willing to ease my burden. We must find another outlet for your… passions lest, I fear, the pressure will push you into one of your atavistic episodes over time.’
‘I would be grateful if that could be avoided. It is a disconcerting feeling, as though the world is locked away from me. I must force myself to make understandable sentences, and I lose all function of manners and understanding of propriety. The episodes have become markedly less frequent since I have been studying with Master Sun, but I fear that you are correct in your assertion, for I feel myself on the edge of one almost all the time during these phases of… distraction.’
‘Then it is well that the manner of your relief will be a pleasant one.’ The light in the cabin clicked off. ‘Now, get some sleep. We have a long day ahead of us, and I do not wish you over-tired.’
Richmond, London, 4th June.
The Wooster residence was not an especially large place, for Richmond, but it had two storeys of aboveground dwelling space, cellars which housed the lower-ranking staff, a rear, detached wing which housed the remainder of the staff, and between them a courtyard which Antonia referred to as her ‘sun terrace,’ when there was any sun to shine upon it.
‘It should be a fine place for you to practise your taiji chuan, Kate,’ Antonia said as they looked out through the French window of the small drawing room. There was a knock on the door and a petite girl no older than Kate appeared to be entered with a tray. ‘Ah, Kate, this is Little who pretends to be a maid while secretly wishing to sing upon the stage.’
Little gave her mistress a grin. She lived up to her name, being not much above five feet, and slim with it, and she was a pretty girl with black hair, pulled into a bun, and blue eyes. Either she had amazing corsetry or a substantial bust for a girl of her size, and a slim waist. She was dressed in black with a white apron, and looked good in it. ‘Ma’am knows as well as I do that the stage is for the pretentious and wicked.’
‘Oh? A new aim then? Espionage perhaps? A dusky femme fatale sent to steal the secrets of foreign lords.’
‘I’ll leave the intrigues to you, ma’am, if it’s all the same.’ She put down the tray and poured two cups of tea. ‘I can’t be addressing this young lady as Kate, ma’am.’ She had a southern London accent, softened by some education.
‘Yes,’ Kate said, ‘you can. Miss Kate if you must, for I have no doubt that you are more highly born than I even if I may claim Doctor Barstow-Hall as my guardian.’
Little looked up at Kate with a smile and was about to say something when her eyes widened. ‘Oh! Begging your pardon, ma’am. I mean, Miss Kate. Your eyes caught me by surprise. I hazard I’ve never seen eyes like them.’
‘Except on a cat,’ Kate said, smiling. ‘No offence is taken, Little. I am, unfortunately, used to such reaction.’ She was not used to Little’s next action, however, and her cheeks coloured a little as the maid looked more closely. Antonia did nothing to stop the familiarity, which also surprised Kate a little.
‘I like them,’ Little said after a few seconds. ‘The way they almost glow… Golden, they are.’
Antonia smiled. ‘Well and good. Should anyone ask for Kate, Little, she is “Miss Felix” to those outside this house, aside from her guardian.’ She gave a glance to Kate. ‘It is most often Little who answers the door since she enjoys a room downstairs. As for other duties, Miss Kate may require assistance with her corset, but I believe that should be about all.’
‘I wish to be of no inconvenience at all,’ Kate agreed.
‘It’s no bother to me,’ Little replied giving a little curtsey before heading to the door. ‘Mrs Wooster takes so little effort it’s a wonder she needs a maid at all.’
‘Would you ask Mister and Mrs Bridger to attend us, Little. I’d like to introduce them properly.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’ And then the door closed behind her booted feet.
‘She’s a dear, and you’re wrong about your status. Margery attempted to pick my pocket once in Soho, and David and I decided to give her proper employment rather than casting her into the justice system. She is an orphan and not at all of good family. Had we left her there she would have ended up selling her body I have no doubt. She constantly dreams up some new way to make her fortune, but I do not think she would willingly leave for love nor wealth beyond measure.’
‘She seems nice.’
‘She is.’ The door opened and a middle-aged man and woman entered, him a little on the plump side, her round in the face and smiling. Kate had met the man, briefly, when he had opened the door for them and then gone off upstairs with their bags. ‘And these are the other two members of the household I need to introduce. Kate, this is Mister and Mrs Bridger. Mrs Bridger sees to it that we eat far too well and looks after us in general, and Mister Bridger does… did for David and now handles such activities as are more suited to the man of the house.’
Kate got a bow and a curtsey from the couple, and prepared herself to counter the deference, but Mister Bridger got in first. ‘Little mentioned that we should prepare ourselves for a shock with your eyes, Miss Kate, and that you preferred to be treated as one of us, rather than a gentlewoman.’ He had a voice which sounded as though the words got jammed up a little somewhere in his nose and a clearly very carefully educated accent.
‘And that’s all well and good,’ Mrs Bridger went on, ‘but whatever your breeding, you’re a guest in this house and the ward of a true gentleman.’ Her accent had more London in it and her voice was a little higher than her frame and face suggested. ‘So if you’ll not mind the presumption, if you don’t take advantage of the deference we’d prefer to treat you just as we would any other lady staying on a visit.’
‘I would be honoured to meet the demands of such a compromise,’ Kate replied, smiling.
‘Now there, see? That’s a ladylike way of saying it so there’s no point in denying it. If it walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it’ll make an excellent pâté.’ With their relative positions confirmed, Mrs Bridger turned to Antonia. ‘You’re back a full two days ahead of schedule, Mrs Wooster. I was going out tomorrow to restock. I hope you’ll be happy with what’s in the larder.’ Antonia said nothing, merely looking at the older woman for a second. ‘Yes, I know, grubs in the Transvaal. I’ll have something ready when it comes time for dinner.’
‘Grubs in the Transvaal?’ Kate asked when the Bridgers had gone.
‘David and I were caught out by freak weather in southern Africa. We lost a lot of supplies to a flash flood and were forced to make do with what we could find. That included some form of large caterpillar the natives said was a local delicacy.’
‘And was it?’
‘Words cannot describe the taste. Certainly not any words suitable for polite company. Compared to that, what Mrs Bridger can produce from leftovers and cupboard supplies is a banquet fit for at least a prince.’
~~~
Kate was not entirely sure what princes ate, but by the time she was retiring to the drawing room with a glass of sherry and Antonia, she could tell why Mister Bridger was not a thin man. What was taxing her was why Antonia was not approximately the shape of a blimp.
‘That was “we have nothing in so you’ll have to make do?”’ she groaned as she settled with less decorum than Mrs Morton would have liked into a chair.
‘I did say,’ Antonia said, settling into her own chair with the air of a woman who has eaten a little too much. ‘She actually cooks less when there is more to cook with. You’ll need your strength tomorrow though, so it’s not a bad thing.’
‘I believe my stomach may disagree. You know I trust you, but you keep dropping hints that suggest tomorrow is going to be some sort of battle.’
‘A battle which has been going on since the dawn of time, dear Kate, at least among humans. Though I believe I once saw a young female gorilla making bedroom eyes at David.’
Kate grinned. ‘I don’t really understand.’ Antonia schooled her face and placed her hands in her lap, turned slightly away, dipped her eyes, and then looked up at Kate, her lips slightly pursed. Something fluttered in Kate’s stomach and she had a sudden urge to growl. ‘Oh… my.’
Antonia smiled as though she had not noticed Kate’s discomfort. ‘Thankfully, David prefers his women with a far less impressive coat of fur. Besides, the silverback was looking as though he felt he had to assert his rights and we decided it would be best to back away. However, men and women have been playing a game down through the ages, ritualised and complicated by society, and yet essentially very simple and, at its core, the most basic thing in the universe. Without it we would not have children, and we would likely not have the bond which exists between husband and wife to raise them. Humans would be a very different animal.’
‘I don’t think I wish to have children, Antonia.’
‘And you won’t. You remember I asked if you had been bleeding? Your negative answer tells me something I suspected but was unsure of. I do not believe you will ever bear a child, Kate. Whether by accident or design, your father’s experiments have rendered you incapable.’
Kate frowned, looking down at her sherry glass. ‘I do not believe that to be a bad thing. I would not wish my form upon another.’
‘It also eliminates one of the risks associated with the activity you will be engaging in tomorrow, and Mister Thomas is a reliable sort who I trust to avoid the other risk. Don’t worry, Kate, you are in good hands and I believe you will find that your medicine has an enjoyable flavour as well as being quite filling.’
5th June.
Edward Jonathan Thomas was a very personable young man. He dressed immaculately and had a firmly muscled body to hang his clothes from. He was tall, but he would not quite have matched Kate, which was why Antonia had arranged things as she had. His eyes were a clear blue and his expensively cut hair was blonde, and he had a strong jawline which spoke of masculinity, and he was a very masculine man. In fact, he had made masculinity his business.
Antonia met him personally at the door and took him immediately up the stairs to the upper floor. She paused far enough from the head of the stairs that her voice would not carry to anyone, by which she meant Margery Little, listening below, and far enough from Kate’s room that she believed the young lady Thomas was to visit would not hear despite her enhanced auditory abilities.
‘Our usual arrangement, Mister Thomas,’ she stated, ‘save that I have a young woman in need of your services.’
‘Always happy to oblige, Mrs Wooster.’
Antonia nodded and handed him a sealed envelope. ‘This is a special occasion. You will be her first.’
To his credit, Thomas looked a little taken aback. ‘I don’t usually… I mean, of course, if you believe this is a suitable introduction then I will not refuse your request, but–’
‘Kate is a very special young woman, Mister Thomas. She has been through some very trying experiences. You will note her eyes, which are unusual, and you will, of course, make no remark upon them unless it is a compliment, but I would suggest making no remark at all. She deserves the best, which is why I thought of you. Please ensure that she receives it.’
‘Mrs Wooster, I have always endeavoured to ensure that none give better service.’
Antonia smiled. ‘I am aware of this, Mister Thomas. She is ready for you. The door at the end of the hall.’
The room was not dark but not brightly lit. The drapes were drawn and a single lamp at the bedside provided enough illumination that Kate could be seen in the bed. The sheets were drawn up to her chin and she looked nervous. Her amber eyes were wide, though her pupils were round in the gloom. Her black hair was loose, lying across the pillow in rivulets.
Thomas closed the door behind him, smiled, and walked across to the side of the bed. He gave a bow and said, ‘Milady, I am Edward Thomas. Mrs Wooster has requested that I come to you.’
‘I’m Kate,’ Kate said, her voice barely a whisper.
‘May I sit, Kate?’ She gave a nod and he settled on the edge of the bed, almost as though he meant to leave soon. ‘You seem nervous and there is truly nothing to be nervous of. My duty here is to ensure that you have a pleasant afternoon and I assure you that I mean to discharge my duty to the utmost.’ Another nod and he reached out gently, taking the hem of the sheet and pulling it down to expose her breasts. She swallowed hard, but did not resist. ‘Beautiful,’ he said, almost under his breath.
‘Thank you,’ she replied softly.
He smiled, and she caught her breath as his hand slid around the side of her right breast. There was a scent in the air she did not recognise, a musky, animal scent, and she was surprised to discover that it seemed to be coming from her own body. Either Thomas did not notice or did not mind; his hands slid over her body seeming to wish to feel every part of her. She moaned as his thumbs teased her nipples into almost painful hardness.
When he stopped to move the sheet from under him, the loss of his touch left her bereft. When his hands returned, the sensation seemed so much more intense and she forgot entirely that she was now entirely naked before a man. She had not been such since Charles had found her, but this experience was so much more pleasing.
His hands glided down, across her stomach, and over her hips. He gently persuaded her thighs to part, stroking the skin and eliciting tiny cries of pleasure from her. Her mind was full of sensation. She could sense another scent now, a more masculine one mixing with her own. He wanted her as much as she wanted him to continue. When his fingers slid over her labia and began a gentle, circling pressure, the sudden burst of pleasure left her writhing on the bed. His fingers parted slick lips and he discovered the thick nub hidden beneath, and she began to pant as he stroked it gently. Seeing that his activities were having the desired effect, his fingers increased both pressure and speed. Kate hid her face in her hands as her body lost control entirely. There was a growing, intense pressure between her legs which was spreading rapidly and threatening to overwhelm her entirely. Light flared behind her eyes and her back arched. She clawed at the sheets and cried out, and she was unsure whether it was agony or ecstasy, but she never wanted it to stop.
When it had and she looked up through hooded eyes to see him smiling at her, she said, ‘I believe, sir, that a gentleman would disrobe at this juncture.’
He lost no time in complying with her suggestion.
~~~
A little over an hour and twenty minutes later, Thomas almost staggered from the room to find Antonia sitting on a chair near the stairs. He gave her a slightly weakened smile.
‘You are longer in your task than usual, Mister Thomas,’ Antonia said, a smile playing over her lips.
‘I felt myself unable to leave your companion unsatisfied and she was… quite difficult to satisfy. Madam, you are sure she has been with no other?’
‘Quite sure.’
‘Then she has quite remarkable natural talent, Mrs Wooster. There is no extra charge for my time.’
She bowed her head to him and stood. ‘Let me show you out.’
When he was gone, she walked back to Kate’s room, entering quietly. Kate lay on her back, the sheets drawn up to her waist, though one knee poked from beneath, and her arm was thrown over her eyes. Antonia paused, looking down upon the scene, and her breath caught in her throat. ‘You are a most beautiful animal, Kate.’ She walked over, sitting down in the same spot that Thomas had occupied earlier, but she pulled the sheets up a little to cover Kate’s breasts. ‘Decorum, dear, even from a woman who has just left a strong man barely able to walk.’
Kate’s arm had dropped to her side and now she pulled the sheets higher. Her eyes dipped away. ‘My apologies.’
Antonia sat back a little. ‘I have hurt you, and that was not my intention. We are all but animals, if Mister Darwin’s theories are to be believed, and you… you are surely the finest of them. Do not be ashamed of that side of you which must be kept hidden for conformity’s sake. There is beauty, and power, in all of nature’s rich variety.’
Kate peered at her for a second and then sat up, the sheet falling away from her chest. She did not replace it, but instead lifted her face close to Antonia’s, sniffing. Antonia’s cheeks coloured as she turned her head away, but that just left Kate’s soft breath on her neck. ‘Kate…’
‘You… you are aroused. I know that scent from myself. Is it what I have been doing with Mister Thomas or me which provokes you?’
Antonia drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘In truth, a little of both.’ Kate nuzzled her face closer against Antonia’s neck, lips grazing the skin. Her arms slipped about Antonia’s waist. ‘No, Kate,’ Antonia whispered. ‘We must not.’
‘Why?’ A bland, simple question; a remark of genuine curiosity.
‘Society frowns upon such liaisons and you are the ward of my greatest friend. Do not think that I deny you from my own wishes, but instead from a sense of propriety which, in this case, I feel is justified.’ She forced herself to turn and smile. ‘Besides which, I believe you have had quite enough exercise for one day, young lady. Too much of a good thing makes the taste less sweet.’
Kate fell back onto the pillows, grinning, and pulled the sheets up to cover but one of her nipples. ‘I will bow before your greater experience, Mrs Wooster.’
Antonia stood, returning the grin. ‘Foul temptress. I shall instruct Little to attend you in thirty minutes to help with your corset. Do try to be decent before she arrives.’
6th June.
‘What is she doing, ma’am?’ Little asked as she brought tea to Antonia, who was watching Kate from the window.
‘It is, I am told, called taiji chuan, an exercise regimen of Chinese origin which helps her maintain her “inner balance.”’
Little walked over to stand beside Antonia, the familiarity ignored as they both watched Kate moving slowly and precisely through the forms.
‘It’s beautiful, in a way,’ Little said after a minute. ‘Like ballet, but slowed down. I’m not sure how it constitutes exercise though.’
‘I believe there is more to the control of the muscles than would meet the eye. All the movements are very precise and must be carried out perfectly. You must agree that it seems to have the desired effect.’
‘Oh, I’ll agree with that, ma’am. Miss Kate appears very fit indeed.’
‘See the way her movements never move her centre of gravity outside the placement of her feet?’
‘I hadn’t noticed, ma’am, but now you mention it… It’s so graceful.’
Kate swung into a rest position, paused briefly, nodded once, and turned to bounce off towards the rear door of the house. Antonia and Little heaved concurrent sighs.
‘Your tea will get cold, ma’am,’ Little said.
‘That was worth cold tea.’
London Zoo, Regents Park, 7th June.
The insect house had been vaguely discomforting, and Kate had not liked the reptiles too much. The monkeys were too human, and yet not human enough. The elephants giving rides to the public made her a little sad, and the penguins made her laugh.
But the tigers… She could have watched the tigers for hours. And the big male watched her as well. He prowled around the bars, vanishing into the undergrowth of the cage occasionally, only to reappear with his eyes on Kate. She could feel him sizing her up, determining how much of a threat she was even though thick iron separated them, but there was something else. Mister Thomas’s ministrations had eased her tensions considerably, but she was still in oestrus and he knew it; he knew she was receptive, and there was attraction, but he also knew she would put up a fight even if he were able to approach her. She was not, quite, tiger. She was like a tiger, but not. It perplexed him almost as much as it did Kate.
‘It’s sad, in a way,’ Antonia said as she stood beside Kate, watching the animal watch her friend.
‘What is?’
‘To see such a beast held within bars. There are good reasons for it. Good scientific reasons. And the way tigers are hunted in India I’ll wager the only ones left in a few decades will be the ones in captivity, but it’s still sad to see the undisputed king of his realm brought so low. He seems to like you.’
‘He’s not sure what I am. I am unable to tell him that I am unsure of that myself. He is… interested in me.’
‘I think we all are.’
‘No, I mean…’ She leaned a little closer to Antonia and lowered her voice. ‘I am not entirely free of that animal urge, though it has greatly abated. I believe I am giving off signals of some sort which he is sensing. I assume they are subtle and men cannot detect them, but he can.’
‘His senses are far superior to those of most men,’ Antonia agreed, ‘but I would not be so sure. I believe I can sense something a little different about you in this phase. I believe others will sense it too, though likely only subconsciously.’
Kate glanced around at the crowds, which were not thick on a Monday in June, but there were enough people that she noticed the looks which were coming their way. She was sure they were not all directed at her, Antonia was a stunning woman in her own right, but many were and they seemed more lustful in her direction. ‘Oh.’
‘As you say, it is abated since yesterday. I believe we have found a suitable palliative for your ailment.’
‘Most suitable,’ Kate agreed with a grin. She looked back to the tiger who had now stopped in his endless prowling to look at them. ‘His fur is so thick. It looks so soft.’
‘It is a little coarser close up.’
‘You’ve been that close to him?’
‘I was made a fellow of the Zoological Society which operates these gardens. I was able to examine him closely. I may be able to introduce you at some point, though not, I think, today.’
‘No, not today. Though I believe, if I may be so bold, that he prefers blondes.’ The tiger chose that moment to make a low growl. ‘See? He does.’
‘You, Katherine Felix, are a terrible tease. Come, we must away to the station for your guardian’s train is due in within the hour.’
Richmond.
Charles took a sip of his tea and sighed gratefully. ‘Somehow it is never the same on a train,’ he said. ‘Now, did your rather unconventional plan produce the desired results, Mrs Wooster? Kate looks less disturbed.’
‘It did, and she is,’ Antonia replied.
‘I am much eased,’ Kate agreed. ‘The urge is still with me, but much less so than before.’
‘And that is most likely a good thing given our visit to the zoo before meeting you,’ Antonia went on. ‘I believe old Raja might have climbed the bars had he met you yesterday.’
Kate giggled. ‘Perhaps, but he could tell I would not have accepted his advances with equanimity.’
Charles was managing to appear very embarrassed and intensely curious at the same time. ‘You could tell?’
‘I could… feel how he felt. It was not communication, but more of an awareness.’
‘Grieve always said you had a way with the horses. I believe you have something of an empathy for our fur-clad cousins, Kate.’
‘Fur!’ Kate burst out. ‘I meant to ask, and only do so in front of my guardian because he is a man of science and can take this as the technical question it is…’
Charles prepared himself for overwhelming embarrassment and said, ‘Go on.’
‘Mister Thomas was endowed with… quite an amount of fur. In many places. I have, on one occasion, seen Charles’s chest and it is not as hairy. Is Mister Thomas unusual?’
Antonia pointedly avoided looking at Charles’s reddening cheeks and said, ‘He is more hirsute than most. However, most men and women have more body hair than you do, Kate. It is my belief that your accelerated growth has resulted in this slight abnormality. It is nothing to worry on, however.’
‘But you don’t–’
‘Another habit I picked up in foreign climates. I utilise a straight-bladed razor for depilation.’
‘You do?’ Charles said, trying very hard to keep his voice steady.
‘I do. It is a technique which goes back to antiquity, Charles. The Ancient Egyptians would remove the hair on their bodies, and in many cases their heads, for the same reason I began to do it, hygiene. The hotter climes are prone to all manner of creatures detrimental to the health which find body hair a most suitable breeding ground.’
‘And Mister Wooster had no objection?’
Antonia paused for a second, wondering whether to give a full or abbreviated answer. ‘No, he had no objection at all.’
‘Well, for hygiene, I suppose.’
‘Precisely.’
‘Another matter,’ Charles went on, a little more hastily than was necessary. ‘I believe it would be good for Kate to get away from Rhidorroch for a time. I admit that this also means I do not have to listen to my step-mother’s manufactured allegations further, but Mrs Morton believes her ready for polite society, we have a solution for her more “medical” issues at hand, and broadening her horizons will assist her in going forward.’
‘Wise indeed,’ Antonia agreed.
‘And so I have a favour to ask, Mrs Wooster. Were Kate to lodge with me, there would be tongues wagging within the week, and my house is not configured about the needs of a young lady. I would, of course, supply her with an allowance for purposes of maintaining her status such that there would be no inconvenience to you and your household other than her presence here, but I would ask that she be allowed to visit with you further to learn more of the ways of a gentlewoman and see more of our fine city.’
Antonia glanced at Kate who was sitting with her hands in her lap and trying her best to appear inconspicuous. Tongues would wag if a young, single woman were lodged with an older, single man, that was for sure. If only they knew what she wished to do with Kate and did not by reason of proper breeding alone… Would that be enough? Well, it would have to be.
‘Of course she can stay, Charles. I would not have it any other way.’
 



Counting Our Blessings
Richmond, London, 28th July 1920.
‘No… This is wrong, Kate.’
‘But it’s the most natural thing in the world, Antonia.’
Charles paused with his hand raised to knock on the drawing room door. Overhearing another’s conversation was hardly gentlemanly, but he could not quite believe what he was hearing.
‘No, it just… feels wrong.’
‘That is because you insist on wearing that silly corset whenever we do this. Take it off.’
‘Oh… Oh, all right.’
Rather urgently, Charles rapped on the door and then pushed it open. Antonia’s hands were raised to her collar. Kate was fully dressed in the short kimono and loose trousers she wore for her taiji chuan exercises. Both were looking a little surprised to see Charles standing there, but then he had not announced that he would be coming.
‘Charles,’ Antonia said. ‘An unexpected pleasure. We were given to understand that you were travelling to Rhidorroch today.’
‘I had to change my plans,’ Charles replied. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Kate has been attempting, unsuccessfully, to teach me the breathing exercises Master Sun taught her. She believes it may assist me with my marksmanship.’
‘But,’ Kate went on, ‘I do not believe a corset, even one lightly laced, is conducive to proper breathing.’
‘Oh,’ Charles said. ‘Oh, well, yes. I believe my ward may be right, Mrs Wooster. However, I have both unpleasant news to impart and your assistance to request.’
Antonia’s face straightened and she indicated a chair. ‘Please, Charles, sit and tell us what is wrong.’
‘I am a little too agitated to sit. Let me explain.’ He began to pace as Kate took a seat and waited for him to begin. ‘This morning Inspector Franklin of Scotland Yard came to my home requesting that I assist him in a matter of some urgency, which had still been kept from me for over a day. Alfred Cooper has vanished from his cell at Pentonville.’
‘What?!’ Antonia burst out.
Kate was silent, too silent in Charles’s opinion, but he kept going because she had to hear all of it and he hoped she would be all right once he was done. ‘Franklin indicated that he may have had assistance and that there was evidence at the site which he felt I should give my attention to. I determined to request your aid, Mrs Wooster. Despite the unseemly nature of the environment, I believe your expertise in the matter of tracking may be useful and your senses are sharper than mine.’
‘W-why would someone help… help him escape?’ Kate got out, her brow knitted as she focussed on her words.
Stopping his pacing, Charles moved to crouch beside his ward, taking her hands in his. ‘That, my dear, is what Inspector Franklin wishes me to discover. That and the means of his extrication, which I am told are unusual. We will discover his whereabouts and ensure that he is returned to his rightful place, Kate. Have no doubt. Now, breathe. Be calm. There is nothing for you to worry over.’
‘I w-will go with you. When calmed.’
Charles peered at her, recognising the determination in her eyes. She was not going to be persuaded otherwise, certainly not in this state. ‘Just ease yourself.’ Antonia’s hand touched lightly against Kate’s cheek and the girl closed her eyes, pulling in a shuddering breath. Her fists clenched and then relaxed, and when she opened her eyes once again, they held the sharp intelligence Charles expected to see in them.
‘Are you quite sure you wish to expose yourself to Pentonville?’ he asked. ‘You are still in oestrus and–’
‘The last day,’ Kate stated, her voice now steady and clear, ‘and I have had my… therapy. I spent the first years of my life in a prison cell so there is nothing new to me there. Indeed, is Pentonville not the pride of the Prison Service for its progressive regimen?’
Charles gave a disquieted grunt. ‘Would that that meant what it would appear to mean?’
Pentonville Prison, Barnsbury.
While the visiting of a prison cell by two comely women might have brought images to mind of men straining at the bars to reach them, there was none of that at Pentonville. The ‘separate system’ was employed there with each man occupying his own cell in solitary confinement. Five halls spread out from a central area such that the guards there could see into all the wings. Kate spotted the inherent flaw as soon as she started down the hall to the location of her father’s cell: they could see the cells from the core, but not the prisoners within them.
Alfred Cooper had spent the last fourteen months in a room thirteen feet long, seven feet wide, and nine feet in height, with a bed and a loom for company. The prisoners worked at some task, weaving it appeared in Cooper’s case, from six in the morning to seven at night. It was all they had to do given that they were never allowed to communicate with their fellows. When out in the exercise yard, they wore special caps with peaks which forced them to look only at the ground. Kate found herself unable to feel sorry for the man who had imprisoned her for five years.
‘Are you sure ladies should be exposed to this place, sir?’ Franklin asked, again, from the doorway.
Charles was staring at the hole in the wall at the far end of the room, his eyes wide, and it was Antonia who answered. ‘I assure you, Inspector, that I myself have lived in more squalid conditions. Miss Felix is intimately familiar with a cell far less decorous than this one, as you well know.’
Kate gave a shudder and nodded. ‘I have, and I must thank you once again, Inspector, for being among those who rescued me.’
‘All in the line of duty, ma’am,’ Franklin replied. ‘Though I’ll say that the safe rescue of a young lady from the clutches of a mad man ranks highly in my list of achievements as a police officer.’
Kate favoured him with a smile, but there was something trying to impinge upon her senses which she was not, yet, sure of. She turned to the gap in the wall to concentrate.
‘It would appear,’ Charles said, ‘that the masonry has been melted. The temperature required to achieve this boggles the mind. I admit I would have to seek aid or research the matter, but I would imagine something over two thousand degrees Fahrenheit would be required. Nothing was heard or seen?’
‘Nothing, sir,’ Franklin replied. ‘No one knew anything was wrong until they checked his cell in the morning.’
Antonia was leaning out through the hole to look down on the ground two storeys below. ‘And then, unfortunately, they proceeded to obliterate any evidence of traffic outside. However… I see no signs of any path being made towards the wall from this locality.’ She pulled her head back in. ‘Inspector, I should like to examine the ground outside before we leave, to be sure. From here, I could believe that the man was spirited away on wings.’
‘Unlikely,’ Charles said, ‘but not entirely impossible. Kate? You are concentrating so hard I feel you must have noticed something?’
‘There’s a scent,’ Kate said. ‘Metallic, but combined with… with the scent of Mrs Bridger’s French bread.’ She turned and beamed at them, having successfully identified the smell.
‘Garlic?’ Antonia asked. ‘Mrs Bridger makes garlic bread as an appetiser sometimes. Perhaps the food…?’
‘I somehow doubt that garlic plays a great part in the ingredients of the food here, Mrs Wooster,’ Charles said.
‘No, perhaps not.’
‘Still, Inspector, it might be best to check with the warders regarding the last meal served here.’
‘Gruel, sir,’ Franklin replied without moving. ‘Supper is a pint of gruel and five ounces of bread.’
‘Ah. Well done, Inspector. I believe that is a fact I would choose to forget. However, metal and garlic. I believe I may have an idea, but it would be best to confirm it. Ladies, we must retire to the laboratory.’
Knightsbridge.
Kate had never seen Charles’s laboratory. There had been no need and some concerns that such a setting might provoke an atavistic episode, but she looked around it calmly, indeed with some interest. She remembered some of the trappings of her father’s lab, the cages, the benches, the restraints, and this was nothing like it.
There were benches, certainly, but these were almost overflowing with instruments, papers, and books, and apparently partially finished devices of various kinds. Along the walls were shelves which held bottles and boxes, and more devices. Some of those even looked as though they were completed though what they were constructed to do was beyond her.
Under the benches were cupboards and drawers, and from one of these Charles took a stone slab perhaps a foot on each side and half an inch thick. He seemed to be struggling with it so Kate stepped over and took it from him, lifting it quite easily.
‘My apologies if I act in an unladylike manner,’ she said, ‘but we know I am stronger than you and there is no sense in your struggling.’
‘I believe my manhood can survive the indignity,’ he replied. ‘It is heavy, and for good reason. Please, on the bench, but then retire a distance. What I wish to show you is quite an energetic reaction.’
Leaving Kate to place the stone, he began searching through the bottles on one of his shelves, finally discovering one made from brown glass with a firmly sealed stopper in the top. Opening it, he took a small spatula from the bench and used it to spoon a pea-sized blob of grey paste dripping thick oil from the jar and pressed it to the stone before resealing the bottle and putting it away again.
That done he retrieved two sets of goggles with dark-tinted glass in them from another drawer, handing a set to Antonia. ‘Kate, you would be advised to put on your spectacles.’
‘Oh…’ Reaching into her purse, Kate found the little leather case he had given her and removed the round glasses. They too had dark glass in them, but they were normally employed merely to hide her eyes from public view. She could see perfectly well through them in daylight, even on a cloudy day, and it gave her greater anonymity. She had been delighted with them, but she suspected that in this case they were being suggested for a different purpose.
‘What exactly is that, Charles?’ Antonia asked. ‘And why is it coated in oil?’
‘It is a mixture of a number of materials, some of which react quite violently with air. Hence it is kept beneath an oil which stops the oxygen getting to it. However, to truly activate this, we will need a more energetic trigger.’
He lit a Bunsen burner using a clever device which appeared to create sparks by rubbing metal across flint, and then used that flame to light a long taper. Holding it at arm’s length, he lowered the burning end towards the blob of grey goo. There was a fizzling noise as the oil evaporated and then…
The flare of light was so bright all of them shaded their eyes from it even though they were looking through darkened glass. It had a bright, scarlet colouration overlaying a brilliant white, and it burned for several seconds, the heat reaching them even from several feet away. When it finally died away, it left the slab of rock still glowing a dull red.
‘That is the scent,’ Kate said, sniffing at the air.
‘Even I can detect some hint of garlic,’ Antonia confirmed. ‘What is that material, Charles?’
‘That is Vulcanium.’
‘Something to do with Vulcanite? The explosive you created for the Navy?’
‘A cousin, if you will. Vulcanite produces a far more violent and immediate reaction when triggered. Vulcanium was an attempt to produce a cheaper explosive. I reduced the proportion of Unobtainium considerably, and added magnesium and phosphorus as initiators. The last of those is what gives it that scent. Unfortunately, as you can see, the result was less than explosive, though it is very destructive. I shelved the project and the Navy has to pay more to blow up a city with but a single shell.’
‘I believe such an act should cost them a considerable amount. But you are suggesting that this material was used to free Cooper?’
‘You saw the evidence. With Vulcanium’s explosive properties of no use I researched other uses for it. One of these was cutting and drilling hard rock, but it is too expensive to manufacture to make that viable. I shelved it completely, and literally.’ He pointed up at the brown bottle. ‘There are six ounces in there and, as far as I was aware, no more in the world. Someone, and it cannot have been Cooper, used several pounds of it to free him.’
‘You’ll forgive me, Charles, but I believe I am detecting a pattern. Is not Kate saturated with an isotope of your Wonder Metal that is not supposed to exist beyond the few ounces held in vaults as well?’
‘That fact has not escaped me, Mrs Wooster. Vulcanium and Vulcanite are made from two-five-seven, but the release of that is strictly controlled, and I thought myself the only person with the knowledge to make this incendiary mixture. It appears that someone has access to both that knowledge and to large quantities of Unobtainium.’
‘And now they have my father,’ Kate said. ‘I cannot think that this will lead to anything good.’
Enfield, 29th July.
Antonia sank herself into the zone of quiet she assumed whenever she was about to make a shot. The rest of the world went away as she focussed on her rifle and the target some three hundred yards away down the range. Here, in the booth she was firing from, the air was still, but she could see the grass moving down the range from her and she allowed for that. She had already adjusted her sights. Now it was simply a matter of steadying herself and waiting for the moment when she knew she had the shot just right… She squeezed the trigger and her M1903 Springfield launched a .30-06 round towards her point of aim.
‘Centre,’ Kate said peering through a telescope at the target. ‘Perhaps an inch high. You are quite amazing.’
‘Your turn,’ Antonia said, pushing herself up from her prone position and rearranging her skirts as she stood. ‘I do wish the club would not be so formal. A dress is not the attire to be wearing while doing this.’
Kate gave a soft giggle and assumed Antonia’s position. ‘I cannot hit that target,’ she stated flatly. She slotted a round into the rifle anyway and slid the bolt home.
‘I think you can. Just focus. Let yourself feel the shot, just as I taught you.’
Closing her eyes, Kate stilled her breathing and then opened them, looking down through the rifle’s sights. She was confident of Antonia’s ranging, so she simply needed to determine her best point of aim and then try to feel out the shot as Antonia had. After almost thirty seconds, she breathed slowly out and squeezed the trigger.
‘Hit,’ Antonia said. ‘Around six inches above the centre, but a good hit. You, my dear, have natural talent on your side, while I have training. I want you to try it again.’
Kate reached for another round, but she heard Antonia moving beside her and stopped, looking around.
‘I want you to try it with this,’ Antonia told her, holding up a huge, double-barrelled rifle, richly decorated in carved metal, with a walnut stock.
‘I-isn’t that Mister Wooster’s rifle?’
‘It is, and it has rested in its case, unused, for far too long. He would not have wanted that when there is someone skilled enough to use it and whom I trust to do so. I want you to try the first shot standing up.’
Kate looked at her as though she were mad, but she got to her feet and took the huge rifle rather gingerly from her. Breaking it open, she slid a single, very large .600 Nitro Express round into the right-hand barrel and snapped it closed before setting the stock against her shoulder and aiming down through the sights at her target.
‘It will have quite the kick,’ Antonia said, her voice soft, ‘so be ready for it. Just the same as before. Settle yourself and shoot.’
The gun was heavy, and unbraced, and she was not so sure of the sights, but she steadied her breathing and focussed, letting herself feel the movement of the weapon in her hands and seeing the target so far away. It felt almost as though the extra tension of using Antonia’s husband’s rifle lent her the patience to wait for just the right moment when everything was just right. She squeezed the trigger.
The roar of the big rifle was huge and she felt it slam into her shoulder as it fired like a sharp kick from a strong man. The muzzle rose quite alarmingly and she was most surprised when Antonia said, ‘Hit. Five inches high. David had trouble aiming that thing unless it was properly braced, I might add.’
‘I can understand that. It kicks like a mule.’ She flexed her shoulder. ‘I’m sure that will leave a bruise.’
Antonia picked another round from the cartridge box and held it out. ‘You heal fast. And again.’
Richmond.
Antonia finished cleaning the two rifles, kneeling on the rug in the drawing room to do so, and began packing the disassembled Holland & Holland away in its case.
‘It was good to see this in use again,’ she said, her voice soft. ‘I want you to use it. It will be yours now. You’re the only person I know strong enough to use it properly. It would break my arm if I tried.’
Kate peered down at her from the seat she was using to give her the best view of the task at hand. She was meant to be able to take proper care of her weapon in the future and watching an expert was the second best way to learn. ‘I will, on the condition that I return it to him when he comes back.’
Antonia gave her a smile, but there were tears visible in her eyes. ‘It’s sweet of you to say so, dear, but he is not coming back. I know he is not, even if my heart has not quite accepted it yet.’
Kate slid to her knees beside her friend, not sure quite what to do, but placing an arm around Antonia’s shoulders seemed a good start.
‘The worst part,’ Antonia said, ‘is not really knowing what happened to him. Did he suffer? Was it all over in an instant? But… But I know, in truth, that he must be d-dead. There has been no sign of anyone aboard his ship, no wreckage. He would not want me to stop my life and I should move on.’
‘If there is no news, then there is always hope. He could be… He may be lost in delirium somewhere, unable to seek you out.’ Kate turned her face towards Antonia, forcing herself to smile as she did so. ‘Yes, that–’
And then there lips met. It was a soft touch, a gentle caress of soft, sensitive skin against its like before Antonia pulled away again. Kate sat there, her heart hammering in her chest, and a slow burn of unwanted arousal beginning between her legs.
‘You are the sweetest, most caring, beautiful woman I have ever met,’ Antonia said softly. She turned her head away, lowering her eyes. ‘I count myself honoured to have you as a friend and you have no idea how grateful I am that you are here to give me comfort. A-and I should not have done that.’
Reaching up, Kate turned Antonia’s face back towards her, but did not move closer. ‘You said to me that I should never be ashamed of what I was, what was inside me. I thought, at the time, that you were speaking generally, but I see that it was more from personal understanding. For you, and for Charles, I will do anything in my power to make you happy or ease your suffering. Remember that, Antonia. I am here for you should you need me.’
Antonia gave a nod, not trusting her voice, and then turned to packing away her own weapon.
Knightsbridge, 30th July.
‘Thank you for coming here, Inspector,’ Charles said as he motioned the man into a seat.
Franklin looked uncomfortable about sitting, especially when Charles remained on his feet, but it seemed rude to decline. ‘We keep importuning you, sir, it seems right that I should come to you when I must not drag you out to some crime scene.’
‘Still a thoughtful gesture. Now, we have been over all the evidence, or lack thereof, and I can draw some conclusions. They are not what I would describe as satisfactory conclusions, and they leave me more than a little disturbed.’
‘Anything you have may be of help, sir.’
‘Quite. On with it then.’ He nodded to where Kate was sitting primly in a seat beside Antonia. ‘As you will recall, Miss Felix detected an aroma of garlic mixed with a metallic overtone in the cell. This combined with the destruction wrought on the wall has led me to the inescapable conclusion that one of my own inventions was employed in Cooper’s extraction.’
‘Sir?’
‘A material which burns at extremely high temperature for a significant period of time, Inspector. A material related to Vulcanite. As far as I know, I am the only person alive who knows the process required to manufacture it.’
‘I see, sir. You said “the only person alive?”’
‘There was one other who might have been able to replicate it. Falk, Andrew Falk. He was my grandfather’s laboratory assistant in his later years and continued on with me for a short time. However, he died in an automobile accident some years ago.’
‘Begging your pardon, Doctor, but if I were to go to my superiors and say that only you could have freed Cooper, they would rightly take my badge and have me committed to the nearest asylum. I see no reason for it. I can only conclude that another has repeated your earlier endeavour.’
‘Thank you for your confidence, Inspector,’ Charles replied with a smile. ‘I believe that you are correct, for the remainder of this exploit requires an array of expertise even I cannot claim to possess.’
‘Indeed, Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ Antonia said, all formality observed in front of the policeman, ‘it occurred to me that your Vulcanium burns with a very bright and distinctive light. It is quiet, but not silent. Someone should have seen the breaking of the wall.’
Charles nodded. ‘And there is the matter of the lack of a method of escape over the outer wall.’
‘True. I found no evidence of any such attempt and Miss Felix was unable to sense anything near the outer wall. Beyond that, Cooper was not a spry man, as I understand it. It was some twelve feet to the ground outside his cell, and the outer wall is high.’
‘Which is why I returned to Pentonville yesterday with a ladder and examined the outside of his cell wall. There I discovered several recent abrasions around the hole. It is my conclusion then that the light and sound were masked by some form of metal shield which, pressed against the wall around the hoped-for aperture, obscured both. It was then used to spirit Cooper away over the wall.’
‘How, sir?’ Franklin asked. ‘You make it sound as though he flew away.’
‘My guess would be a blimp or dirigible. Painted black and using slow propellers to drive it, it would be almost impossible to detect. Most people in London look up only when startled. The… capsule was lowered from a gondola, pressed firmly to the wall, and the Vulcanium deployed. Once Cooper was removed from his cell, the capsule was winched back up and a getaway could be achieved merely by rising swiftly.’
‘That’s… beyond credibility, Doctor. I doubt my superiors will believe that either.’
‘Quite so, Inspector. I did say that the solution was unsatisfactory. However, any more rational explanation of the evidence eludes me. I assume you have discounted the possibility of an “inside job?”’
‘None of the warders are suspected. We questioned them to be sure, but all on duty that night were honourable men with no money troubles.’
‘Not an absolute certainty then, but it would have required almost all of them to be involved, which is not likely. So, we have a most complex and irrational solution. When one has exhausted all rational explanations for a problem and none fit the evidence, whatever remains must be the solution, even where that solution is beyond credibility. I believe Conan Doyle put that rather more succinctly in one of his works of detective fiction.’
‘The Sign of Four, sir. I admit to reading all of his works.’
‘Oh? I’d have thought the detective in it might have cast something of a poor light upon those at Scotland Yard.’
‘Indeed, sir, but it gives me comfort to know that even when something eludes me more than I feel it should, I can pick up a book and know that I shall never be quite as confounded as Lestrade.’
‘Well, I am no Holmes, but I believe between us all we have uncovered the only workable solution to this mystery, which leaves the greater mystery left to uncover.’
‘Indeed, sir. Who has the kind of wherewithal to enact such a plan?’
‘That, Inspector, is very much the question.’
Richmond, 2nd August.
The front room of Antonia’s house was rarely used. She accepted few visitors she did not know well enough to take them through to the drawing room, which was more intimate and more comfortable. That did not mean that the front room was excused from cleaning and Little, being not a large woman, required some assistance with the furniture to do a proper job. Since Kate had arrived at the house, it had become her duty to help Little in this manner because, as Antonia had put it as delicately as she could, she could out-lift Mister Bridger without even breathing hard.
Kate had a unique method of handling the lifting. For example, the sofa was picked up at one end and lifted until Little had no trouble getting beneath it to ensure that the carpet was in good, and clean, condition. This generally amused Little as she marvelled at Kate’s physical prowess, but today the young maid seemed to have something on her mind.
‘Thank you, Miss Kate, that’s done.’ Little backed away and turned to put the contents of her dustpan into the bin she brought with her for the purpose.
‘All right,’ Kate said. ‘I’ve lifted and pushed and pulled, and by now you would usually be trying not to giggle, and there is something wrong and I will not have it, Margery. What has got you in the dumps?’
‘Oh, it’s nothing for you to worry over, Miss Kate. Really.’
Kate pointed at her chin. ‘This, Miss Margery, is my “determined to uncover the problem” face. Do you see it?’ Little looked at her and nodded, though in truth she was unsure how it differed from any other serious expression Kate had. ‘Then on seeing this face you will explain to me what the problem is, lest I put on my “angry with Margery for keeping her problem to herself” face.’
Little’s face broke into a weak smile. ‘Thank you, Miss Kate. I needed a little cheering. A friend of mine, from my life before, she has gone missing and I am worried for her safety.’
‘Have the police been informed?’
‘Oh, the blue will not be bothered with a missing whore. Pardon my choice of words, but that is what Chastity is and likely what I’d be had not Mister and Mrs Wooster taken me in.’
‘Very well. Then we go to Mrs Wooster with this and see what can be done. Come!’
‘But I’ve the cleaning to finish and–’
‘I have no doubt that the cleaning can wait, for this room has barely an ounce of dust anywhere in it as you know full well. Don’t dawdle.’
Antonia, of course, considered the cleaning of the front room to be of importance just above that of listening to inane dinner conversation. ‘Explain the details, Little,’ she said as soon as Kate had recounted the basics.
‘She’s called Chastity, ma’am, Chastity Ruth. She says it’s ironical that a girl called Chastity should end up a who– Should end up a street girl.’
‘A whore, Little. You can say the word. I am not some delicate wife of a lord.’
‘As you say, ma’am. You know I visit the old places once in a while. I have friends there and I like to see them well, and I don’t go all dressed in finery like those as make their money on their backs in posh houses. It’s all discreet like and if I leave a little something from my wages now and then, well, they ain’t as well looked after as me.’
Kate watched her, smiling slightly as the girl’s accent slipped, likely from emotion and a hint of embarrassment.
‘I went to see Chas, uh, Chastity, yesterday, it being my day off, and there was no sign of her. Her landlord is not the most caring man and his only concern was that she was gone and had not paid her rent, but I learned that no one had seen her since Thursday.’
‘And none will have informed the police,’ Antonia stated, ‘and it would do little good if they did. I assume this landlord is her procurer, her pimp?’
‘Ma’am! That you know such a word!’
‘I could give you a few other choice ones if you wish. He is?’ There was a nodded reply and Antonia sighed. ‘Well, we will have to go and have a word with Mister…?’
‘Dretch, ma’am.’
‘Dretch? Very well. Come, Kate, we will put on our outdoor dresses and go a-calling upon Mister Dretch.’
Soho.
The house was a terraced building, three storeys and a cellar, and every room in it had two or more occupants as far as Kate could tell. Most were in at this time of the day as their trade was plied after dark, or at least late in the evening. Many of the doors were open as the girls, and they were all girls in that establishment, shouted conversation between rooms. Kate saw several dresses which looked quite fine to her hanging up away from the windows to avoid fading.
‘Rented,’ Little told her when she commented upon them. ‘Mister Dretch will arrange it for the more comely, well-spoken girls. They earn more, and he takes the rent of the dress on top of the room so they are no better off.’
Kate gave a nod and said nothing. This was a side of London that Antonia had neglected to show her. She could well see why and yet she was sorry. There was no point in hiding from her the seedier side of the city, for she had been born into it. Her mother had been no better than the girls in this lodging, perhaps she had even come from this lodging.
Little took them up to the top floor and a room with two beds in it, one of those occupied by a girl of, perhaps, eighteen. Despite her youth, she looked weary and there were lines around her eyes already. She looked up with disinterested eyes as Antonia and Kate entered, but they brightened a little when she saw Little with them.
‘Madge! It’s nice t’ see you, but what brings you t’ this place on a weekday?’ The accent was fairly thick; Kate noted that there was no gown hung in this room.
‘Lookin’ for Chas, Mary,’ Little replied. ‘This is Mrs Wooster, my employer, and Miss Felix, her friend. This is Mary Cheetham, ma’am. She shares the room with Chastity.’
Mary struggled to her feet and straightened her worn, brown dress. ‘Ladies like yourself shouldn’t be showin’ their faces in a place like this. Someone’ll get the wrong idea.’
Antonia smiled. ‘I assure you, Miss Cheetham, that I have been in worse places. You have seen nothing of Chastity since Thursday gone, is that correct?’
‘No, mum. She wen’ out Thursday night, like always, an’ she never came ’ome.’
‘And which streets did she work?’
‘She goes down Alie an’ Buckle, up aroun’ White Church an’ Osborne, mum.’
Antonia grimaced. ‘Whitechapel. That is not a grand place to–’
‘I’ll ’ave none o’ this.’
Kate turned, Antonia rounding a fraction of a second later, to see a man in the doorway. He was big, but not quite as tall as Kate. He was far wider and only some of that came from the meaty muscle on his arms. His belly pushed the buttons out on his shirt and Kate made a note that, yes, Mister Thomas was not the only hairy man in the world. She would gladly have had them exchange places, however, for Mister Thomas took care of his hygiene and this man had breath like a sewer pipe.
‘Mister Dretch,’ Mary began, ‘it’s not what yu think. They–’
‘I know what they’re about an’ I’ll be havin’ none of it. I’ve had madams in before takin’ my girls away from me with stories of better places an’ clean sheets.’
‘He thinks we are brothel madams come to lure Miss Cheetham away,’ Antonia said, her tone amused.
Kate took in the anger in the man’s dark, watery eyes, the way his muscles bunched as he clenched his fists. ‘Oh,’ she said, and then she moved.
Or, to Little, it seemed that there was an instant when Kate was standing still, and another when she had moved. Her arm was now raised, hand bent at the wrist, and Dretch was falling back through the door. The only acceptable explanation was that she had hit him in the jaw with the heel of her hand.
‘We require any knowledge you might have on the whereabouts of Chastity Ruth,’ Antonia said, her tone calm but authoritative.
Dretch pulled himself to his feet and shook his head. He stepped forward, his fists rising, and Kate stepped into his attack, her own fist snapping up and out before he could even begin his attack. He jerked backwards as her knuckles struck the bridge of his nose with no apparent effort.
‘My companion is quite capable of beating you senseless with her bare hands, Mister Dretch,’ Antonia told him, ‘and I must say that I should rather enjoy watching her do it. What do you know?’
‘I know the little bitch owes me, that I know,’ Dretch replied. His fists were swinging again. Kate’s left arm swung up as she stepped into the blow, which swept past its target as she moved in. Her foot locked his leg in place as her elbow pressed firmly into his chest and he let out a yelp as he was deposited back onto the floorboards.
Stepping forward, Kate planted the heel of her boot into Dretch’s crotch. ‘Please stay where you are. I am unbalanced and the least thing could tip my weight onto my front foot.’
‘Right you are,’ Dretch wheezed.
‘Chastity Ruth,’ Antonia repeated, stepping up beside Kate.
‘I know not where she is! As God be my witness I don’t!’
‘No client you know of who might have done her harm? No rumours?’
‘None. I asked around an’ none’ve seen ’er nor ’eard from ’er in days. There’s rumours o’ slavers workin’ Whitechapel, but there’s always rumours’ o’ slavers workin’ Whitechapel. No one takes no heed.’
‘Very well. Should I hear that Mary has come to harm over this, I will see to it that you spend your remaining years in Pentonville. Once you have left the hospital, obviously. Are we clear, Mister Dretch?’
Dretch let out a cry as Kate applied more weight. ‘Clear as day, milady.’
‘Excellent. Let us be away.’
‘Did we learn anything?’ Kate asked once they were outside.
‘We learned that Dretch almost certainly does not know what happened to this unfortunate and that we are blessed indeed that we do not have to live like this.’
‘Well, I don’t thanks to you, ma’am,’ Little said, ‘which makes me doubly fortunate, I think.’
‘Thank you for saying so, Little. However, our sojourn in this part of the more disreputable side of London has not left us with much information. Tomorrow we will go to Inspector Franklin and request his aid. He will be able to do little, I fear, but he may have sources of information which could be useful.’
‘I learned one other thing,’ Kate said, ‘and that is that a dress such as this is not suitable clothing for a fistfight.’
Antonia glanced at her. ‘If you are willing to put some of your allowance towards something new, I know just the person to outfit you for more active pursuits.’
‘My allowance rarely gets used for anything at all,’ Kate replied. ‘I believe a new dress is in order.’
‘A dress… is not exactly what I had in mind.’
Westminster, 3rd August.
Inspector Franklin gave a sigh which suggested genuine regret, but also that he was not going to be of much assistance. ‘These girls go missing all the time, Mrs Wooster. It is a fact of life as sure as death and taxes. We see but a hundredth of them reported missing, and even that is a list too long for us to pursue but a fraction of the cases. It does the Yard no credit to say that only those of higher class have a chance of coming to our attention, unless for some reason the papers get a hold of it, but there has to be some priority assigned and that is how my superiors chose to assign it.’
Antonia gave a nod. ‘I expected no more, Inspector, and rest assured I do not hold you in less regard for your honesty. Far from it, your candour does you credit, but there is a personal element to this and I would count it as a favour were you to keep an ear open for any information which might come your way.’ She handed him a sheet of paper. ‘I had Little write down a description of the girl. It is little to work with, but one of your constables may see or hear something.’
‘I shall have it circulated, ma’am. You say this Dretch mentioned slavers?’
She waved away the question. ‘I’m sure we both know that white slavery was an invention of the feminist movement and the newspapers last century. It got procurement outlawed, which was well and good, and raised the age of consent, which I cannot disagree with, but it outlawed the brothels, which was of debatable benefit, and turned men with… less usual carnal appetites into criminals.’
‘Yes,’ Franklin agreed, though there was an edge to his voice which suggested there was some element of qualification coming, ‘but then the Empire grew more rapidly. Back in those days there was migration of the prostitutes to foreign parts which was used as evidence of slaving, and that still goes on as women will go to outposts of the Empire where the law is less stringently upheld. But it’s a matter of supply and demand, you see? There is now more demand than supply, and where that condition exists there is always someone willing to make up the gap. We rarely catch wind of a ring, and it’s rarer still that we break one up, but they happen. Surely as foreign girls are kidnapped to these shores for those with a taste for the exotic.’
‘Sadly I am aware of the latter trade. I would be grateful, Inspector, if you would make enquiries regarding this ring Dretch mentioned. Surely the capture of such a gang is worth a little of the Yard’s time?’
‘I will do my best, Mrs Wooster.’
They were outside and walking south before Kate spoke. The conversation in Scotland Yard had left her disquieted. ‘Do we just wait?’
‘Oh, by heavens no. We seek out these men ourselves. Your new suit will not be ready until tomorrow and I believe we will put it to use. For tonight we will walk together, just two ladies out on the streets, and you will learn the lay of the land. Then we will go hunting. It is not easy game we hunt, but the kill is often so much sweeter for a good chase.’
Whitechapel.
Kate was most thankful when the stench finally made her nose so numb that she could no longer smell it. She wondered whether she would ever smell anything again, but it would be worth it.
‘Conditions here have improved since last century,’ Antonia said as they walked, arm-in-arm, through the narrow streets, ‘but there is still a lack of proper sanitation and clean water. Disease is not uncommon. In the West End it is all lights and colour, and the upper classes enjoy their life, but here things are far from bright.’
They walked down streets which were narrow enough that the buildings almost touched. Even in daylight there could have been little to see by at ground level and someone could easily have stepped from one building to its neighbour across the way in some places. Kate tried her best to memorise the layout and the names, but the place was a maze of alleyways along with the roads which ran with water in many places. Well she hoped it was water.
No one here dressed in fine clothes. Antonia was in a serviceable brown walking dress and had suggested that Kate find the oldest of her suits for the purpose. In truth, the oldest outfit Kate had was the one Antonia had procured for her in hospital and she would not risk that for anything. She had found an old brown coat and skirt which had been put aside for repairs which had never happened and wore that. Even clad as they were, the two women appeared infinitely better dressed than the majority of those they passed.
As they passed an alley, Kate glanced around for some sign of the name and spotted something in the gloom partway down. Even for her eyes, the light was too dim to make out details, but she thought she saw a leg, raised and bent at the knee, faces close together, but not touching.
‘You see something?’ Antonia asked.
Kate began walking again. ‘Likely one of Chastity’s sisters-in-trade with a client. Mrs Morton taught me of the history of this great Empire we live in, but nothing was mentioned of this side of it. All the great victories, the lands brought to civilised governance, yet it seems we cannot bring all of Britain to the same state.’
‘History, Kate, is written by the victors. All those glorious victories are not thought of as such in the lands conquered. The Boer still rail against British rule, and there are elements in India who would see the Empire leave. Moreover, history books are often written by those with an agenda. They do not dwell on the negative in order to aggrandise the positive. The only way to truly know history is to live it, and even then it is coloured by your own perceptions.’
‘Then… how are we to know what is true?’
‘That, my dear, is the point. History is made by people, and when people are involved there is rarely an absolute truth. Everything depends upon your point of view. Interpretation is all. Charles is the lucky one, dealing in physics and chemistry. His particles do not pretend to be one thing while really being another. Whenever he measures them he finds his results the same, no matter how he chooses to look. I believe that is why truly rational men turn to the hard sciences, for the study of anything to do with men and their works would drive them to drink.’
Richmond, 4th August.
‘Is that suede, Mister Osborne?’ Antonia was peering at the fabric coating Kate’s thighs, rather tightly, with interest.
‘It is a new kind of suede, Mrs Wooster,’ Mister Osborne replied as he carefully worked over the seams of Kate’s new trousers. His assistant, a seamstress named Patricia, was working on the other leg. ‘It has been treated with a new chemical process which makes it less prone to liquid absorption and staining. I am seeing much call for it for use in jodhpurs.’
‘I shall speak to you regarding a new outfit for myself once our business with Miss Felix is concluded.’
Kate was hoping that that would be sooner rather than later. The measuring had been bad enough when Antonia had requested that her husband’s tailor attend the house a couple of days earlier. Antonia had made calming noises while Kate stood there in her bloomers and a shift, and assured her that Mister Osborne was a professional and prodded tape measures into ladies’ intimate parts all the time. Now she was undergoing the final fitting with her new garments actually on her body. Antonia had assured her that she would be allowed, with Little and Patricia assisting, to carefully remove the pinned garments before the final sewing was done, a task which Patricia would be undertaking there and then.
‘You have, as usual, done an excellent job in record time,’ Antonia stated. She looked up at Kate, who was standing on a small table to make access easier. ‘Mister Osborne made all of Mister Wooster’s clothes, and he would make my outfits for the field. I’ve found that suitably tailored men’s shirts and trousers are infinitely better suited to such environments than long skirts and I will defend my right to wear them to the bitter end.’
Kate tried not to giggle; Osborne preferred it if she avoided breathing. ‘You’ll forgive me, Mrs Wooster, but this garb seems… briefer than that.’
Antonia made a show of stepping back and examining Osborne’s work. There were the aforementioned trousers, though perhaps jodhpurs would have been a better description had not there been a seam up the inner thigh. They were a brown suede, and fitted her legs and hips very tightly, the material being stretchy, and there was a short brocade skirt attached to the belt which covered her rear, just. There were leather pouches mounted over her hips which she deemed quite practical. Her feet were in ankle boots with heels. Her waist was encircled by a short, leather corset held firmly in place by heavier leather strips. It was quite solid and, though she could move adequately well in it, it felt as though it could turn a blade. Thick leather bracers encircled her forearms and Antonia had added bands of leather about her biceps, ‘for the aesthetic of the thing.’ The top was, however, what concerned Kate the most. It was a sleeveless jacket made of a slightly heavier, smoother suede which rose high about the nape of her neck. There was a cloth panel under her breasts while two cups of quite solid leather held the breasts themselves, in a rather enticing manner with the upper part of her chest clear to her bare throat. There was more flesh showing between top and corset, and corset and trousers, but that large expanse of décolletage…
‘You have the figure for it, my dear Kate,’ Antonia stated.
‘Briefer garments are becoming all the rage on the Continent,’ Osborne said. ‘In America, I hear, women regularly dress in sleeveless dresses with hemlines barely below the knee.’
‘My,’ Antonia said, barely concealing her amusement, ‘what is the world coming to?’
‘In a decade,’ Osborne asserted, apparently quite seriously, ‘we will have descended to the level of beasts and all will walk about the town unclad.’ He placed a final pin and stepped back, examining his work.
‘Not, I think, in English winters, Mister Osborne.’
‘You may be right, Mrs Wooster. I believe that is sufficient. Patricia will stay to complete the alterations, but I must return to my shop. A pleasure meeting you, Miss Felix.’
‘Likewise,’ Kate replied, though ‘pleasure’ was not quite what she was thinking.
As Antonia showed Osborne to the door, Patricia and Little stood before Kate, the pair of them with their chins in their hands.
‘The boots first, obviously,’ Little said.
‘And the vest will not be difficult,’ Patricia added.
‘But those trousers…’
‘Well, nothing for it but to begin and take it slow. You just be sure you don’t move, Miss Felix, else there will be pins in places I dare not mention and we’ll likely have to get Mister Osborne back to start again.’
Kate gave a little whimper and nodded. She would stand stock still in a hurricane if she did not have to go through that again.
Whitechapel.
The night was warm, but the breeze at rooftop level kept it from becoming oppressive and tended to ameliorate the stench from the streets below. Kate walked easily across the tiles and bricks, watching the foot traffic below her for signs of anything odd, though in truth she was not sure what she was looking for.
Antonia’s tactic for watching as much ground as possible was a two-part one. Antonia was down on the streets, alone. It was not a plan Kate liked, but Antonia had assured her that she would be quite safe, or rather that anyone importuning her would not be. Kate was above, which was technically a more treacherous position, and she was forced to test her footing now and again due to rotten roof timers, but in practice she felt safer up there than she would have on the streets. Certainly her attire would have attracted more attention on the street.
Her hip buzzed at her, an odd, rattling clatter which indicated the wireless communication device wished her attention. She took the palm-sized box from the pouch over her left hip and pressed in the button on the side which activated the microphone. ‘Antonia?’ Then she let go.
‘And who else would it be?’ Antonia’s voice asked from the speaker set on the front. The ‘portable radio wave vocal transmission and reception device’ and its twin, which Antonia was using, had been constructed for the Woosters by Charles so that they could keep in touch when out of sight in the field. He called them ‘portios.’ They worked less well among the tall buildings of the city, but they worked and they were the only two of their like in the world. ‘I am assuming you’ve seen nothing strange?’
‘Nothing of import. Four fights, three couples engaged in intimacy in alleys, and seven people having their pockets picked.’
‘My own catalogue cannot be said to be more interesting, though I must include fourteen suggestions of assignation for monetary gain.’
Kate smirked. ‘Clearly there is something wrong with the men in this city. I would have expected fifty for a woman as comely as you.’
‘At least I know that there is always a profession to fall back upon should I fall from grace. I suggest we make our way back. You have an appointment with Charles in the morning.’
Turning, Kate examined the roof ahead of her. There was a ten-foot gap to the other side of the street here, but she could clear that without difficulty and then she could cross to the other side and check the street beyond, and still be headed in the right direction. ‘I shall proceed to our rendezvous point forthwith,’ she said to the portio. And then, in three steps, she was airborne.
Knightsbridge, 5th August.
Kate rubbed at her arm and then checked to be sure the bleeding had stemmed before pulling down her sleeve. It was possible that pale cream had not been the best colour to wear when she knew Charles wished to take some of her blood.
‘What are you working on?’ she asked as he apportioned out the contents of his syringe into several different test tubes.
‘I would prefer not to say. Not for reasons of secrecy, I might add, for I would trust you with any of my secrets. Rather because if I tell you and then my experiment fails, it would lead to disappointment. I have not perfected a cure, I might add, but I may have found a way to ease your burden and I would not give false hope until I am sure of my results.’
Kate allowed herself a smirk since his back was turned. ‘And at what phase are your investigations?’
‘Terminal. I should know within but two or three days.’
‘And you have presumably been working on this for some time?’
‘Some six months.’
‘Then you would assuredly have concluded this a failure by now were it not a valid experiment. I look forward to hearing your positive report in a few days.’
Charles laughed. ‘There is many a slip twixt cup and lip, Kate. However, I admit that this shows promise.’
Kate grinned, turning towards the door… And she saw the odd object propped in a corner of the lab wearing a fine coating of dust. Taking a cloth from one of the benches, she picked up the long, lightly curved thing and wiped away the majority of the dust to reveal a lacquered wooden shaft with, at one end, what appeared to be a sword grip wound about with black thread and possessed of strangely decorated golden fittings. The hilt piece was an oval disc, intricately carved with what appeared to be dragons, though they did not have wings.
‘What is this, Charles?’
He looked around, a glance. ‘Oh, it was a gift from the Japanese Emperor upon the occasion of the company signing a contract with his country to supply them with limited quantities of Unobtainium. Some six months after the signing, their ambassador presented me with that saying that it was an example of the perfect fusion of new and old they hoped to achieve, or some such diplomatic wording. It is a sword, made by one of their fine craftsmen, who has somehow bonded steel and adamantium into a blade.’
Kate pressed her thumb against the disc-like hilt and the blade slid free about an inch, the metal gleaming in the light from the filament bulbs Charles lit his laboratory with. There was an iridescent quality to it and she pulled free another few inches, turning it so that the light played in wavelike patterns. ‘It’s beautiful.’
‘They did explain the process, quite involved and somewhat akin to pattern welding, but I am not really a metallurgist and I am but barely competent with a rapier.’ He paused. ‘Mister Sun mentioned that he had taught you the use of some of his exercises in combination with a sword.’
‘He did. I practise at times with a wooden dowel.’
‘Perhaps you could employ a real weapon to more effect.’
She looked at him, her eyes widening. ‘Charles, I couldn’t! It was a gift from an Emperor!’
‘Which sits in a corner of my laboratory gathering dust and taking up space I could utilise for something else.’ He frowned. ‘I believe it came with a stand for presentation. Harroway will know where it is.’
‘But…’ She wanted to accept, he could see it in her face and posture, but she felt it was too much and she should not.
‘Let us say this. We can parry back and forth for forty minutes and I will eventually persuade you that you should take it. Or we can pretend we did and I can use those forty minutes in fruitful experiment. I shall say under torture that it took all my persuasive power to make you accept, I will be free of at least one bit of clutter, and you will make use of an instrument which was made to be used.’
She peered at him for a second and then slid the blade home. ‘Forty-five minutes.’
‘It may have been longer.’
‘Very well, but kindly avoid making a habit of giving me Imperial gifts. Such things could go to a girl’s head.’
Richmond, 6th August.
Kate sat on the upper floor landing, near the stairs, reading one of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ works, A Princess of Mars. Antonia had said she would likely find it amusing. In truth, it was diverting and a little risqué considering that the heroine of the piece was said to walk around in nothing but jewellery the entire time. The inherent derision cast upon non-humans was less to Kate’s liking, given her own status, but she determined to overlook that flaw and just run with the romance and adventure. Dejah Thoris did seem something of a wuss, however.
She was focussing quite hard on the novel because she was waiting on the stairs for Mister Thomas. He was not in the house for her on this occasion; Antonia employed him rarely, and when her need was overwhelming, but this was such a time. Kate had no objection to this. Her own need for relief during her oestrus phase was such that she could not believe other women did not feel such an urge to some extent at some times in their life. Perhaps society would frown upon Antonia’s actions, but Kate would not.
No, the problem was not one of misapprehension over Antonia accepting a lover, even a procured one. The problem was that, even through the door, Kate could hear just about everything going on in the bedroom and without something else to focus upon she felt likely to disgrace herself by rushing in to join them.
It came as something of a relief when the noises stopped and, a few minutes later, Thomas slipped out through the door and made his way quietly down the hall. Kate stood and made a little curtsey to him before leading the way down the stairs.
‘If I may, Miss Kate,’ Thomas said as she put her hand on the latch, ‘I feel Mrs Wooster may need your assistance when I am gone.’
‘Is she distressed?’ Kate asked, frowning.
‘She was as gay as could be when I left, but a man in my… profession learns the ways of people, and I believe she will need a friendly shoulder to cry on now that the need is past.’
Kate bowed her head. ‘You are a kind man, Mister Thomas, and I thank you for it.’
He nodded and he was gone a minute later with Kate already on the stairs. She determined not to knock, but to enter quietly to check on Antonia. Antonia would notice, she had no doubt, but still, that was what she would do.
Antonia did not notice her enter, nor did she notice her crossing to the bed. Kate sat down beside the blonde woman who was crying softly into her pillow, and only then did Antonia start around with a gasp. ‘Oh… Kate. Do not see me like this, please.’
‘None of that,’ Kate replied. She reached out and wrapped her arms around Antonia’s shoulders, pulling her up and against her chest. ‘You’ll cry if you wish, but you’ll not do it alone, and I’ll not think any the less of you for doing it.’
There was silence then, but for the sobbing, for several minutes. The tears abated slowly and there was a sniff. ‘I’ve made such a mess of your collar,’ Antonia mumbled.
‘I’ll be changing for dinner soon anyway, and then we’ll be away to Whitechapel. And I care not a jot for my collar.’
Antonia sighed. ‘It’s not regret, exactly.’
‘For my collar?’
‘No! Stop trying to cheer me, silly girl, I deserve to be maudlin once in a while. I’ve always been a strong-willed woman with a need for the more physical aspect of marriage. David was always happy to oblige me whenever I needed it. You see we still slept in the same bed.’
‘I’d have said he was a fool to have wished otherwise, and I did not count him as a fool.’
‘No. He indulged me in a number of whims, even enjoyed some of them himself. When he had to be away on business he had no objection to me procuring company when I needed it, and I never abused that privilege as I’m sure he never betrayed my trust in him. Now… Now it feels more and more like I am. When I’m with another all is fine, but when the moment is behind me… I miss him, Kate.’
‘Is that not just as it should be? What would it say of your marriage if you did not miss him? No, you are most assuredly allowed a few tears, but we both know that he would not have wished you a shrivelled old maid either. So you may stain my collar whenever you need to, and I will wait outside for Mister Thomas whenever you need that. I am most certainly not one to pass judgement on a woman’s need for relief at times.’
‘Perhaps not, given that he seems to leave me less exhausted than he does you.’
‘I could hear everything you said,’ Kate rejoindered, ‘and I heard him ask for a few minutes to recover on at least three occasions.’
‘You could hear everything?’
‘Why yes. It was most educational.’
Antonia’s cheeks were colouring. ‘Wicked child. Go and change, and ask Little to attend me once you are done. I believe I will have stopped blushing by then.’
Whitechapel, 7th August.
‘What time is it?’ Kate asked the portio.
‘Almost two,’ Antonia’s voice replied. ‘I’ve seen nothing. You?’
‘Nothing other than the usual–’
‘Kate?’
Kate listened to a voice drifting up from the alley below her. ‘I hear something. I don’t believe it is what we are looking for, but I’m going to check on it.’
‘Be careful. I’m too far away to help.’
‘I think I’ll be okay. See you at Aldgate.’ Pocketing the portio, Kate headed for the edge of the roof and looked down.
‘No! I’d neva! You know I’d neva, Albert!’ The speaker was a woman, four storeys down and backing slowly away from a man, presumably Albert. He did not look like a happy man.
‘I knows ya got more. I knows, you hear me! Ya give me what you got from that posh gent on Nelson, or…’ His fist smacked ominously into his palm, and Kate dropped off the roof.
It was easy. There were window ledges to catch herself on, walls she could push from. She slipped down to ground level and her boots hit the cobbles with a solid thunk. Albert turned at the sound, but all he saw there was a shadow, barely visible against the light from the end of the alley.
‘Who’s there?! What ya want?’
‘I want you to stop threatening that woman,’ Kate said.
‘Oh really?’
‘Perhaps I did not make myself clear, given that your understanding of English seems lacking. I want you to stop threatening that woman, or…’
He waited, perhaps expecting a gesture or more words. But nothing came. ‘I ain’t takin’ this from some mad bint.’ He charged forward, fists flying, and Kate simply stepped around him, increasing his momentum and redirecting it in one fluid motion. Her foot caught his ankle and the next second he was hitting a wall head first.
‘Albert!’ the woman shrieked, and Kate turned, grabbing the front of the woman’s dress and lifting her bodily off the cobbles as she rushed forward.
‘You… stupid, worthless… When he wakes up he’ll look for you and the first thing he’ll do is beat you half to death. I’ve seen a dozen of your kind these last few nights. Black and blue from the beatings, sent out to sell yourselves, and still you come back for more.’ Kate yanked the woman close, yellow eyes glowing in the night, glaring into the terrified face in front of her. ‘I could take the pain away. Want me to do that?’ She grinned, showing her extended canines to the woman. ‘One quick bite and it’s all over and you’ll never be beaten by him again.’
‘No!’ The word was choked out. How old was this woman? Kate had taken her for more Antonia’s age, but close up she looked more like a very old twenty.
‘Then get yourself to a shelter and get out of this life.’ Pushing the girl away to fall into the alley, Kate turned and jumped up, climbing quickly the way she had come down and then turning to run towards Aldgate.
Richmond.
‘We have a note from Inspector Franklin,’ Antonia said as she entered the drawing room.
Kate looked up from where she was, very carefully, cleaning her sword. ‘Anything of import?’ Master Sun had not been especially pleased that she had found a Japanese sword to use with his Chinese fighting arts, but then he had seen the weapon and had reluctantly agreed that it was of exceptional workmanship and did not deserve to rot in Charles’s lab. He had then admitted to being familiar enough with the weapon to tell her that it was a ‘katana’ and what all the parts were called, and how it should be cared for. Kate was determined that it should be cared for properly.
‘Uh… “I hope this does not find you…” Usual social trivia. Ah, there are strong rumours of a slavery ring operating in Whitechapel and Soho with suggestions that they are coming up from the area of Saint Katherine’s Docks or Shadwell.’
‘Might we be better employed in looking in those areas then?’
‘We might. He goes on to say that a woman reported being warned against a life of vice by a vampire last night and wonders whether such a creature might explain Chastity’s vanishment. He suggests we ask Charles whether there is a possibility that vampires are not simply an invention of Mister Stoker.’
‘What is a vampire? I don’t believe I’ve read that author.’
‘A creature of the night. Dead and yet still alive, it sucks the blood of the living to sustain its preternatural existence by means of long fangs…’
‘Oh,’ Kate said flatly. ‘I do not believe we need concern Charles with that matter.’
‘Are you blushing, Kate?’
‘A sudden hot flush. I’m sure it will pass.’
‘You’re sure I shouldn’t summon Mister Thomas?’
‘Not unless you have a further need to provide me with education.’
Antonia’s own cheeks coloured at that. ‘Touché, Miss Felix, touché.’
St Katherine’s.
The docks were not that much better than Whitechapel. The streets were as dense, and the girls were no better dressed, and there were fights to be seen between various mixes of gender quite often, usually over some trivial matter made so much worse by one or both combatants being drunk.
There was a different quality to the life there, in some ways. This, Antonia had said, was the province of the ‘sailors’ women’ and the difference was an odd one. Sailors, it seemed, tended to attach to one woman each time they were in port, treating her almost as one would a wife. She got steady employment for the duration and, once she attracted her catch, she need not set out for others. That did not seem to stop the local prostitutes from being drunken and depressed.
The problem here was that seeing men carrying a woman through the streets, generally one the worse for drink, was not that uncommon. Determining whether any of them might be kidnapping their burden was not at all easy, and as the clock ticked towards midnight, Antonia decided upon an alternate plan. They would check the warehouses, for she suspected that that was where they would find the captive girls. Once again, Kate was doing so from above while Antonia surveyed the ground below.
There was certainly no shortage of illegal activity going on. The brothels which had regained some purchase in the city after the crackdowns of the last century were further north, but there were other vices for people to indulge. Antonia uncovered an opium den which surprised her because she thought they had all been wiped out. Kate discovered what appeared to be a fencing operation from the random assortment of goods being stored and the rather shady man she saw doing business in the place. Both of them found several houses which rented their rooms out to sailors and their ‘doxies.’ Or that was what Antonia called them, and Kate found the word somehow amusing and began using it herself.
‘You know,’ Kate said as they paused their search for a few seconds to coordinate, ‘Mrs Morton never taught me rude words. I know very few and those by accident. Someone could call me all manner of unseemly things and I’d be oblivious.’
‘And you consider this a bad thing?’
‘Well… I suppose not, but somehow I feel that my vocabulary is incomplete without a way to swear at people. Or at least utter a suitable exclamation should I hit my thumb.’
‘I am not about to start teaching you swear words, Katherine Felix. Charles would likely be cross with me for at least ten minutes. Now, you take the south side towards Wapping Lane and I’ll angle north. We’ll meet up around Chandler Street in an hour and then go home.’
‘I am not feeling lucky tonight, Antonia.’
‘Nor am I, but I believe that luck favours those who put in the work. Onward.’
Wapping.
‘Do you see them?’ Antonia’s voice sounded urgent over the portio. ‘I’ve lost sight.’ They had put in the work and Lady Luck had apparently been watching, for Antonia had spotted two men carrying a limp, humanoid bundle wrapped in a blanket coming down from The Highway and heading towards Wapping Wall.
‘I see them,’ Kate replied. ‘You’re a hundred yards behind them. They just turned left. Hold on…’ She darted across the rooftop, a flat one, she was using as a vantage point, and looked down upon the alley the two men had taken. ‘Got them. They’re going in. The building on the north side of the alley.’
‘A tobacco warehouse.’ There was a noise a little like a grunt, distorted by the portio. ‘Now they’ve made me want a fag.’
‘I didn’t know you smoked.’
‘I don’t. Except for those times when I do. An occasional cigar at the club is my usual vice. I get worse in Kenya for some reason. David accused me of smelling like I’d rolled in an ashtray one day in Nairobi and I cut back to almost nothing.’ There was a pause. ‘Besides, it’s bad for the breathing.’
Kate jumped across the alley and began walking to the rear of the building. This roof was sloped and she had to balance on a few inches of brick at the edge. It had occurred to her that most women, Antonia included, would find it hard to perform such a feat, and harder still in heeled boots, but it seemed quite natural to her. Another of those ‘features’ her father had gifted her with somehow. Master Sun had suggested performing his forms in such an outfit was unconventional, but if she could do it then it indicated even greater inner balance.
‘I see no easy way in. There is a loading port in the eaves here which I could get to. I do not recommend you use the same door.’
‘Perhaps not. And not tonight. We retreat and return soon after dark tomorrow. I feel the need for a change of clothes before entering this jungle.’
‘Should we not inform Inspector Franklin of the location and have him send constables?’
‘I think that by the time they have gained entry, even assuming the slavers do not have a snitch in the Yard, half the girls would be dead and the men ready to fight. If they do obtain prior warning, all the girls would be dead and the men long gone. Besides which, we do not know that this is the location we seek. No, we will enter, and if this is the lair of such foul men as we believe, we will seek to rescue those captured and detain the criminals.’
Richmond, 8th August.
‘I do believe you may be enjoying this a little too much,’ Kate opined.
Antonia was sitting on the floor of the drawing room with shotgun parts arrayed before her as she carefully cleaned them. ‘I am finding the excitement more than a little to my taste,’ she replied without rancour. ‘David and I were active people. We explored, we hunted. When we were back in England we would frequently simply go walking to be outside in the fresh air.’
‘I would not describe the air around Whitechapel as “fresh.” I would, in fact, find it inaccurate to describe it as air.’
‘That as may be, I have missed activity. I crave the thrill of the chase and this escapade has given me that thrill. And, should we succeed, we will have done some good in the world. Now, you have your sword and your Webley?’
‘I do. My revolver lies in its case. I’m not as familiar with its use as I might be…’
‘You will find that a Webley is a reliable weapon and you may find that it comes in useful. Your natural abilities and training with the rifle should suffice to make you an excellent shot. Should this kind of action become a habit, I shall undertake to instruct you in some techniques which may be useful in close confines. I shall have this brute and my Mauser. The Germans may be disagreeable at times, but they do make a quite excellent automatic pistol. And Mister Browning’s Auto-5 is a most suitable close-quarters weapon. Belgian, but we shall not hold that against it.’
Kate giggled. ‘I know little of either country, or the people who live there. Mrs Morton was always somewhat disparaging of foreigners. You say the same things, but I do not think you are as serious.’
‘I have my doubts on the Germans, some of them anyway, but generally people are people. Nationality and colour of skin have no bearing on temperament, you’ll find. I’ve known white men who were absolute scoundrels and black men who held honour above all else. No, I do not take seriously my disparagement of other nations and I do not believe that any woman could.’
‘Why women in particular?’
‘Kate, most women cannot vote. We can own property in our own names, but we are treated much as we have been for centuries, as chattels. Women are considered fine operators of the latest technical marvels of the world, but we remain, in the eyes of men and society, as weak, and silly, and unsuitable for management and politics. I have love for neither but I should like the choice of refusing them. No, how can we, we women, consider others our inferiors when we are treated as such ourselves? And how can men who consider half their own nation’s populace inferior consider themselves superior to anyone?’
Kate pondered for a second. ‘But Charles isn’t like that.’
Antonia smiled. ‘Charles is prone to it by education, but is, I believe, too much of a scientist to allow it to affect his judgement. He is so scientific that he will not postulate a theory without adequate evidence to work with. We return to Conan Doyle for he wrote that when one creates theories without facts, one tends to twist the facts to fit the theory, or more correctly, one ignores the facts which do not fit the theory. Charles makes up his mind about people once he knows them, and when one knows someone it is not prejudice to call them bad or evil, for you know them to be.’
‘Then I’m lucky to have met you and Charles. My own nature surely calls for prejudice beyond that earned by any normal man one might meet, and you have both treated me as a civilised human being.’
‘My dear Kate, you are a civilised human being. None may say otherwise in my presence without receiving the utmost censure.’
‘As I stated, I am clearly a most lucky woman for having the company I keep.’
Wapping.
Kate dropped from the apex of the roof, landing easily on the beam which stood out above the loading door. It was meant for a block and tackle such that heavy objects could be lifted up easily, but it served as a passable perch for a girl with preternatural balance. She employed that and her unnatural strength as she dropped again, hanging from the post by an arm and a leg so that she could lean forward and press her ear to the wood.
There was nothing to hear beyond the split wooden door and she managed to prise it open without too much difficulty. Apparently no one had considered this point of entry to be a viable one since they had not locked it. Dropping to the boards inside the building, Kate removed her portio from its pouch and thumbed the button.
‘I am in. I shall attempt to locate some evidence of the ring and then make further contact.’
‘Be careful,’ Antonia said from the street below. ‘If this building does house our missing girls, the other occupants are not likely to take kindly to your presence.’
‘The feeling will be mutual.’
The attic space seemed to be stocked with lengths of two-by-four and a lot of rolls of something which looked like fishing net made of galvanised iron twisted together. Kate had never seen the like of it, but thought, perhaps, that the two components might make a sturdy cage for a girl without her strengthened constitution. That she considered a good sign and hurried to locate a means of getting down, which she found in the form of a staircase in one of the corners.
From the arrangement of the outer windows and general knowledge, Antonia had surmised that the building had one, lower, high-ceilinged room which was the main warehouse, perhaps three storeys in height. Above it would be another floor, perhaps open, perhaps divided into rooms. As Kate descended, she discovered that it was a bit of both. Half the building was open, but contained a few crates which gave her some opportunity for cover. The other half appeared to be rooms of some sort and she could hear voices from those. A moment of concentration resolved words, but in no language she knew, or even recalled hearing.
Seeing another staircase across the floor, she moved towards it as quickly and quietly as she was able to, finding that it dropped to the floor below in three stages with a small landing between each flight of stairs. Moving down to the first of these, she looked out on the warehouse floor.
There were cages there, each about six feet by six feet and no taller than she was. Each cage was made of wooden posts bolted together with the metal netting nailed across it. Each had two pallets laid on the floor with a blanket and no pillow. She counted ten cages in two rows of five, and in all fifteen girls occupying them. At a table set between the rows, three men sat playing cards. She could see a shotgun leaning against the table, and one pistol. It was likely all three were armed.
Backing up the stairs, she located a spot behind some crates away from the occupied rooms and took out her portio. ‘I have located the girls. They are on the ground floor with three men doing a poor job of keeping watch over them.’
‘Any others in the building?’ Antonia asked.
‘I believe so, but they are in rooms upstairs, out of sight, and I have no way of determining how many.’
‘That is tactically disadvantageous.’
Kate looked around and then grinned. ‘I may have a way of slowing their progress if I can achieve it without alerting them.’
‘Very well. If you are discovered, fire your pistol. I will hear the shot and attempt to make entry. Be most careful, Kate. Charles would be most upset with me if you came to harm on this enterprise.’
‘I will be most careful, Antonia, for we cannot have that.’
She took it slowly, because she wished to be sure of no one hearing her. With her strength she could easily have moved two crates at a time, but she took one, and then another, placing them in front of the three doors which opened out onto the larger space, and then piling additional ones atop them. Within ten minutes she had a wall, two crates deep and two across, in front of each of the doors. It would not be impassable, the doors hinged away from her barricades and they would be able to push through, but it would slow them significantly.
‘They are contained, for a time anyway. Should I attempt to let you in the door?’
‘No, dear, I shall make my own entry. Prepare yourself.’
Kate untied the string which tethered her revolver over her left shoulder and hung it by her right hip. She broke the gun open and checked the load, and then snapped it shut, taking it in her left hand before slipping her sword free from where it was slung on her back. Suitably prepared, she slipped down the stairs in time to see one of the guards arriving at the door.
‘Goodness!’ Antonia’s voice came from the opening doorway. ‘I was not expecting to find someone home. Very good. Kirsty Wickhampton-Smythe of the Temperance League. I’m here to ensure that none of your slave girls are drinking!’
The reaction was, probably, to be expected. The man, a tall, thin figure wearing a wide-brimmed hat indoors, pulled a pistol from his belt and waved it at Antonia. ‘Kom in! Nou!’
Kate saw Antonia step inside, her hands raised and no weapon visible. As usual for these occasions, she was dressed in a brown coat and skirt with a white, high-collared blouse beneath it. ‘Oh, Afrikaans. Haven’t heard that in ages. Welkom by London. Ek hoop vir jou olifant is opgehou.’
The man peered at her as though she was insane, pushed the door closed, and then turned his head in the direction of his compatriots, who were now on their feet at the sound of voices. ‘Daar is ’n paar krankzinnige vrou hier.’ As he turned away, Antonia’s arm snapped down, her elbow punching into her hip. Her hand closed around something and there was a sharp crack. The man crumpled in front of her and she moved rapidly to slough her coat.
The other guards were moving now, heading around the cages. One of them held the shotgun, while the other was wielding an automatic pistol of some sort. Kate vaulted the railing of the landing and then dropped, rolling out of the fall and coming to her feet to start off towards the gap in the cages. The two slavers emerged to find a Webley revolver and a Browning shotgun aimed at them.
‘Gentlemen,’ Antonia said, ‘please drop your weapons. I have shot less honourable beasts than you for far less reason, so drop them now!’
‘Indringers!’ Apparently Antonia’s plea was not going to be accepted without a fight. The guns began to lift and both women fired first.
‘They’ll be down in a minute,’ Antonia said as the guards sank to the floor.
‘Not until they get past the crates I put in front of the doors.’
‘All right. Free the girls and send one for the police. I’ll keep an eye on things upstairs.’ She started for the stairs, her skirt swinging about her ankles as she marched.
‘Right…’ Kate walked up to the first of the cages and her sword slashed out. The hardened adamantium edge parted the wire like water and she pushed her pistol into her belt before pulling the gap open wider. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked the nervous-looking blonde within.
‘Nelly, mum. Nelly Smithy.’
‘Nelly, you run outside and you find the first policeman you can, and you tell him to send aid here. You tell him Mrs Antonia Wooster sent you.’
‘Yes’m.’ And Nelly was off, a half-dressed teenager who was soon screaming her lungs out as she ran into the night.
There was a loud bang from upstairs and Antonia’s voice yelling, ‘I said stay where you are or you’re dead! Bly waar jy is of jy is dood!’
Kate moved on to the next cage. ‘Get a move on, Nelly,’ she muttered.
~~~
‘What on Earth did you shoot that first man with?’ Kate asked as they watched the police lead men in handcuffs out of the building.
Antonia lifted her right arm, showing the inside of her forearm where a curious mechanism was mounted on straps. It seemed to consist of a number of rods and a spring with a small lever placed near her elbow and a derringer pistol mounted on the end of one rod near her wrist. ‘Not the most useful of weapons, except at close range. Push the trigger here against my hip and the gun pops out into my hand, ready to fire. It does take a little getting used to, but it is something of a surprise when you appear to be unarmed.’
‘It seemed most efficacious on that man. He went down like a puppet with its strings cut.’
‘Being shot through the lung will do that to you, dear. Try to avoid it.’
‘I’ll try to remember that.’
‘Mrs Wooster, Miss Felix.’ Franklin walked up to them looking tired, but it seemed more general lack of sleep than weariness. The man actually appeared to be trying to smile. ‘Some days are very long, but then they give you something to stay up for when you least expect it. You’ve done a service to the city today.’
‘You’re not going to reprimand us for sticking our noses into police business, Inspector?’ Antonia asked.
‘If anyone asks, I was most stern.’
‘Of course. I am suitable chastened. What will happen to the girls?’
His face fell a little. ‘We can see to it that a doctor attends them, but they’ll be back on the street tomorrow and likely in trouble of some sort before the week’s out. We’ll try to persuade at least a few to seek a shelter and give it up, but…’
‘I understand. It is more than I expected.’
‘What about that one?’
They all looked over at the small, red-haired girl who was sitting nearby in a blanket, shivering. She was pretty, and quite young. If she was sixteen it was a surprise, but she was a well-developed sixteen and it was not so surprising that, orphaned, she had turned to prostitution for a living.
‘Miss Chastity will be returning with us,’ Antonia said. ‘I have a friend of hers there who will help her get back on her feet. And, perhaps, she will be one of the ones who comes out better for this ordeal.’
‘Well, that would be one good outcome. The press has gathered outside, Mrs Wooster. You may wish to be circumspect in your departure, but you can leave when you wish. I know where to find you if I need you.’
‘I think, Kate, it would be best if you departed the way you came. We shall try to avoid your face appearing on the front page.’
Kate grinned. ‘I’ll see you back at the house,’ she said, and then headed for the stairs.
Richmond, 9th August.
Kate sat on the rug in the drawing room, carefully examining her sword for signs of damage after the wire-cutting exercise of the night before. She had found none, but she was being most thorough given that it was the sword’s first outing. And it still had not ‘tasted flesh.’ She found the idea of an inanimate object caring what it was used for silly, but still…
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall has come calling, Kate,’ Antonia announced as she entered the room, ‘with a newspaper in hand.’ She sounded amused.
Kate rose quickly, but gracefully, to her feet and smoothed her skirts. ‘Good morning, Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ she said as Charles followed Antonia in.
‘Don’t you “Doctor Barstow-Hall” me, young lady.’ He was not looking angry, however. ‘Aside from anything else, it makes me feel old. Compared to you I’m ancient, but there’s no call for torturing me with it.’
Kate grinned, stepped forward, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. ‘Good morning, Sharles. What have you been reading in your newspaper?’
‘Sit, Charles,’ Antonia added, waving Kate to another chair so that Charles could sit down without being ungentlemanly.
‘I have been reading that Mrs Wooster has assisted police in the rescue of fourteen young women from the hands of white slavers out of South Africa, no less.’
Antonia smiled. ‘There is, I am informed, a market in white servants and brides, as well as the obvious employment by brothels. Southern Africa is a harsh environment and they cannot persuade enough young women to go there voluntarily.’
‘I see. I have also been reading that, according to one witness, Mrs Wooster was aided by another. I shall read from the description.’ Kate’s cheeks coloured as he flapped open the paper and turned to the inside page. ‘“She did wear trousers like she was a man, so she did, but I know she was a woman for she had as fine a pair of bosoms as I have seen in many a year. And her eyes! Her eyes were glowing gold!” I hope my put-upon accent did not make that indecipherable.’
‘No, Charles,’ Antonia said, smirking. ‘It did not, and it was most excellently achieved. Have you considered the stage?’
‘I have not, Mrs Wooster, for the good reason that my acting has a qualitative similarity with my skill at walking through walls. Now, this enterprise appears to have been well considered and to have worked out for the good, but I would caution against exposure on your part, Kate. There are those who would most likely not take well to your… Well, to your existence.’
‘That is why we had Kate avoid the press on the way out. They must have spoken to one of the girls for none outside the warehouse saw anything of Kate’s activities.’
Charles nodded. ‘And we cannot expect Kate to remain entirely secluded her whole life, so we must expect some interest. I am confident that you are both acting in Kate’s best interests. Now, on to other matters.’ He put the paper aside without another thought and reached into his coat to remove a metal case. ‘This is for you, Kate. More specifically, I wish you to begin taking the contents, one a day, every morning.’
Kate took the box from him and opened it. It was full of small, white pills which appeared to be made of pressed chalk. ‘What are they?’
‘Well, currently they are an experiment. I have, as you know, been taking samples of your blood at various points in your menstrual and radiological cycles. The same set of chemicals turn up following your radiation therapies, declining over the week. I have synthesised these pills to supply your body with those same chemicals via a pill. Frankly, some of the molecules are complex and I do not understand their function under normal circumstances, but I have determined that they exist in others. You simply have larger amounts. It is my hope that these pills will eliminate your need for the reactor, or at least reduce it significantly.’
‘Oh, Charles, that’s excellent news.’ Kate’s eyes were bright. Even if she had to take pills for the rest of her life, it was better than the weekly trips to the reactor.
He held up a cautionary hand. ‘The human body is not a test tube. The supplement appears to produce the same effect in blood as I have seen in my analysis, but there may be another factor involved which I have yet to detect. You must be watchful for signs of withdrawal and report them immediately to me. Mrs Wooster, I will instruct you on the measurement of Kate’s blood pressure and temperature, which we should monitor over the next few weeks.’
Antonia smiled. ‘I am aware of the process for taking a temperature, Charles, though I have never been required to record blood pressure before.’
‘Generally it is not required for first aid. If we have detected no abnormalities in a month, then I believe that we can say we have an effective treatment.’
‘Thank you, Sharles,’ Kate said, looking down at the little, white pieces of hope in her hands. Yes, he was right, they would have to wait until they could confirm the efficacy of the treatment, but this represented freedom to her. She could be free of the need for the weekly reactor visits. She could travel, perhaps actually see Africa. ‘I am blessed indeed to have such friends as I have.’
 



Heat
Barstow Club, Mayfair, 16th August 1920.
Kate looked down at the visitors’ book with an expression of consternation. ‘I… I’ve never signed anything before.’
‘Your signature is just something you mark down to signify that you have signed the document,’ Antonia said. ‘Many use their name, sometimes it is more of a scribble than anything recognisable. You see the other signatures there. Just write something which represents you on the line.’
Kate frowned at the space and then marked down ‘Kate’ with a little extra style on the letters. As an afterthought, she added two small chevrons above the ‘e’ to make cat ears. ‘There.’
Antonia peered at Kate’s signature and smiled. ‘Just remember that. You may need it in the future. Now, let me show you some of the Barstow Club. Your guardian’s grandmother is the reason that we can walk into this building so I believe it to be high time that you saw it.’
‘It is certainly a grand building,’ Kate said as they walked through from the oak-panelled reception room and into the first of four lounges. The building itself was tall and early Victorian in design, heavy on the Gothic influence, but there had been some refitting in the interior since the early build. Part of that had been the creation of a ‘ladies’ lounge’ out of part of one of the others, but the first one you came to was the ‘visitors’ lounge,’ which was usually the most heavily used.
‘Beyond is the members’ lounge,’ Antonia said pointing out a door with an attendant at the rear. ‘I’m afraid I can’t take you through, though there’s little reason to go in anyway. It’s generally full of smoke and old men who grumble at the sight of a skirt.’
Kate gave a quiet giggle; speaking too loudly seemed inappropriate. ‘I believe I shall manage without. This room seems quite pleasant.’
‘I spend much of my time here, when I come.’
It was open and the panels were light oak instead of dark. There was a large fireplace against one wall which was not currently lit, and the lighting was moderately bright. Chairs, large wing-backs for the most part, were arranged in groups of from two to four, either with a single large table or several smaller ones. The seating was by no means full, but there were a significant number of them taken. Generally the occupants were men, and generally they seemed to be under fifty, but there were several women, some of them dressed more anachronistically than the gowns Antonia and Kate were wearing.
‘That door leads to the ladies’ lounge,’ Antonia went on, pointing out a small door on their left, ‘which we may retire to should Charles not arrive. Even if he does, I may invite him in without breaking decorum, much as he could invite me into the gentlemen’s lounge beyond the members’ room. Though it must be said that gentlemen are invited to attend their companion more frequently. They say it is because a gentleman should always attend a lady and not the other way around, but it is not exactly uncommon knowledge that there are other reasons.’
‘And,’ Charles said as he stepped up behind them, ‘a lady’s ears would likely melt were she to listen too long to the conversations in there. I consider that room a stain on the character of the club, but Lilian had to compromise a little to get the vote passed.’
‘Charles, excellent, we were expecting you to be delayed. You are looking most dapper this evening.’ Which in this case meant that he was wearing a cream suit, with waistcoat, where he normally wore dark colours.
‘I have left various experiments to “cook” as it were, but I would not delay my arrival more than absolutely necessary, and I was required to dress to my utmost ability this evening for I knew I was to have the honour of escorting two beautiful women.’
‘Indeed. Does Kate not look most agreeable in her new gown?’
The gown in question had been purchased the day before. Antonia had decided that she had been spending too much time at home, and that Kate needed to be introduced to society, in a controlled manner. So an evening gown was needed and had been purchased. It was fairly simple, but off the shoulder and quite daringly low cut with a fitted bodice below the neckline. Antonia had said that a figure like Kate’s demanded to have its best features, by which she meant her chest and waist, pointed out to any who may look her way. Sadly, according to Antonia, Kate’s long legs were going to have to remain a mystery to most. The creamy silk set off her skin well too.
‘Anything I say would not be sufficient,’ Charles replied, ‘but I believe I shall be the envy of the room.’ He offered them each an arm. ‘If you would invite me to your gender’s sanctum, we might have a little more privacy and some quiet.’
‘I believe that may be unlikely, but we shall go. I saw Margot Darkhead’s name in the register when I signed in.’
‘Ah.’
‘I don’t believe I am acquainted with the name,’ Kate said.
‘Miss Darkhead is an adventuress,’ Charles explained, ‘the daughter of one of the original women members. She has… rather strongly held beliefs.’
‘And little restraint in expressing them,’ Antonia added. ‘Loudly.’
The ladies’ lounge was a relatively small room with another fireplace filling the nearest narrow wall. The woodwork had been painted white with a decorative border around the ceiling, and the chairs were smaller, set in fours around small tables. Down at the far end of the room, two tables had been pulled together so that six women could gather around them, though it seemed to Kate that the focus of the group was on one of them, a tall, strongly built, auburn-haired woman in jodhpurs and a tweed riding jacket.
There was a maid beside the door, the first female staff member Kate had seen. Antonia ordered three whiskeys from her and she bobbed a curtsey before stepping out of the room to have them brought.
Selecting a table near the fireplace, they sat down. Kate noted that the leader of the little group at the far end seemed less than impressed that Charles was staying, but she decided that saying nothing was the best course.
‘What is above us?’ she asked instead.
‘A billiards room,’ Charles said, ‘and the dining room. A few rooms kept for private functions, meeting rooms for the senior members, suites for out-of-town members to stay in overnight should they require it, offices, and the attic houses a few members of staff. Lilian has her own suite upstairs as well, though she rarely comes here.’
‘It is a grand place, and most progressive to allow women entry, as I understand it.’
‘Lilian spent almost a decade persuading her father that it was a wise idea. There was significant resistance from the old guard, but you will have noticed that my grandmother is not a woman who gives up on something once her mind is set for it.’
‘I believe I had detected that trait in her, yes.’ In truth, Lilian Barstow-Hall was a stubborn woman with a knack for getting her own way. Her son was lucky that she did not want for much because she had trained him quite well and he could never say ‘no’ to her.
‘It is most fortunate for the establishment,’ Antonia said, ‘that Lilian has never yearned for a career in politics. Had she chosen such a path, we would have had our first female prime minister by now.’
The whiskey arrived as they were laughing, the maid placing their glasses before them and then backing away with a smile. ‘Now, whiskey is something of an acquired taste,’ Antonia went on. ‘Sip, do not gulp. Savour the flavour for a second before swallowing.’
‘We won’t judge if you splutter a little the first time,’ Charles added. ‘I believe I almost choked on my first taste of it.’
Kate lifted her cut-glass tumbler, more or less convinced now that her friends were trying to poison her. And then the scent hit her. Her eyes closed as her enhanced sense of smell dissected the aroma of the pale, brownish fluid. There was a rough, almost sharp edge which stung a little, but beneath it was a warm, full scent which reminded her of the hills above Rhidorroch. Her eyes closed and she took a delicate sip. At first it was just cool liquid in her mouth and then she felt it biting into her tongue and the odd, earthy flavour of it wrapped around her mouth. She swallowed and it burned at her throat and left a warm trail which faded as it went.
‘Oh,’ she said. ‘That is really quite pleasant.’
Charles shook his head. ‘I should have surmised that your reaction would not have involved embarrassing coughing.’
Kate took another, larger sip.
‘I believe she likes it,’ Antonia commented, smiling.
‘I have no doubt that she is almost immune to the alcohol and will have not a smidgen of a sore head in the morning either,’ Charles said, a little sourly.
‘And of course he fluffed the shot and I had to step in and shoot the beast. But that’s men for you.’ The loud remark was followed by laughter and giggles. The accent was heavy with upper-crust harshness, as though the speaker was trying her best to seem down to earth and posh at the same time. It had to be Darkhead.
‘Is she like that all the time?’ Kate asked.
‘Her essential premise is that women are superior to men,’ Antonia said.
‘Which, of course, they are,’ Charles added.
‘Patently so,’ Antonia agreed with as straight a face as Kate had ever seen, ‘but we are also superior in modesty and therefore do not shout it from the rooftops.’
‘One of your most superior features. Intelligent men understand that women are to be most prized for allowing us to believe we run the planet.’
Antonia looked at him. ‘Lilian has been a terrible influence upon your character, Charles Barstow-Hall.’
‘But…’ Kate began. ‘Obviously I am physically superior to Charles.’
‘In every way I can conceive of,’ Charles agreed without rancour.
‘But in comparison to him, my mind is but a candle flame next to the sun. We each have our strengths as well as our weaknesses.’
Antonia nodded. ‘And Ms Darkhead’s weakness is that she does not understand that. It is far from being an uncommon trait, while wisdom and common sense are by far more rare.’
‘I believe there must be an owl among the creatures Cooper used in his experiment,’ Charles said. ‘That bird has long been associated with wisdom and I feel it is the only explanation for Kate’s wisdom at the age of six.’ Kate stared at him, eyes wide. ‘There! An owlish expression if ever I saw one.’
‘Stop teasing, Charles. Though one cannot help but speculate on the animal side of our owlish Kate. There is a big cat there, but there are traits not associated with felines. Your sense of smell is more acute, Kate, a feature more of the canine breeds.’
‘Her strength, I believe, comes from the Unobtainium in her body, so we can likely discount bears or similar large beasts. We suggested a panther initially, did we not? Perhaps a grey wolf also? That would cover all Kate’s capabilities thus far.’
‘Thus far?’ Kate said, frowning.
‘We cannot discount the possibility that further capabilities may reveal themselves.’
‘I think a cat and a wolf are quite enough. I shall be happy without further complications.’
‘And what have we here? A new face?’ Kate turned to see Darkhead sitting down beside her. She sat astride the chair, arms crossed on its back. ‘Another young waif shackled by the tyranny of the corset?’ She seemed rather jovial about it, but there was an accusative edge to her tone. Up close she was not an especially attractive woman, though by no means ugly. Her eyes were a sharp green, and she had what one might charitably describe as a distinctive nose with a pronounced bridge.
Charles was trying not to appear annoyed and not entirely succeeding. Antonia looked across at Darkhead with the bland expression Kate had discovered she generally reserved for those she held in contempt.
‘Margot Darkhead, this is Katherine Felix. She is ward to Doctor Barstow-Hall and lodging with me while she is in London. Miss Felix is far from being a waif, Margot.’
‘And I do not feel at all shackled,’ Kate added.
‘Then what do you call that means of masculine assertion around your waist, girl? Is that not a means of restraint?’
Kate looked down at her stomach and then back up, shaking her head. ‘No. Perhaps you have never been restrained, Ms Darkhead. I assure you that it feels markedly different.’
‘Miss Felix had something of an abusive father,’ Antonia said quickly, ‘from whom Doctor Barstow-Hall rescued her.’
‘All men abuse women in their own way,’ Darkhead replied without missing a beat.
Kate felt the urge to sink her teeth into the woman’s throat rise in her and pushed back on it. ‘Madam, your insinuations do you no credit and Doctor Barstow-Hall’s reticence in giving you the reply I am sure he feels you warrant says much of his character. Without him I would be chained by the neck in a dark cell, barely able to string a sentence together. I owe to him almost everything I am.’ She turned away, smiling at her companions. ‘I believe we are to dine?’
‘We are,’ Charles said, getting to his feet rather stiffly. ‘Let us retire to the dining room.’
Kate rose to her feet and looked down upon Darkhead briefly before turning once again and joining arms with Charles. The auburn-haired woman’s face had an angry flush to it which Antonia had noticed.
Standing, Antonia leaned forward a little and spoke in a low voice. ‘Don’t mess with her, Margot. She may look like a “waif” but she could pull your head off without a thought, and if she is required to, I shall be holding her coat.’ Then she too linked arms with Charles and the three walked off towards the door.
~~~
The large group of men entering the dining room caused something of a stir. They were taken to one end where several tables had been arranged together, but Kate could still clearly hear voices speaking a language she did not know. It had some slight similarity to the Afrikaans the slavers had spoken, but seemed a little harsher.
‘Von Auttenberg,’ Charles said.
‘Pardon?’
‘Count Karl von Auttenberg, a colonel in the German Army. He’s in London on business of some kind and was invited by Colonel Crofter to give a speech on his recent time in Africa.’
‘I’m sure it was most interesting,’ Antonia said. ‘The Germans have pressed into some regions of the Dark Continent which have remained unmapped to this point.’
‘Perhaps you should have attempted to attend?’ Kate suggested.
‘If Colonel Crofter organised the gathering then I am sure that the room would have been filled to capacity before I applied.’
‘He is one of the “old guard” which I spoke of,’ Charles explained. ‘His opinions on women explorers are not a secret, and are not positive.’
‘He told me, to my face I might add, that he would not trust a map drawn by a woman for we are “constitutionally inclined to exaggeration and incapable of sufficient accuracy.” Not that the man could use a map to navigate from his front door to the back.’
Antonia was looking a little disturbed and Kate determined to lighten the mood once more. ‘Neither could I. My brain is constitutionally unable to make heads nor tails of maps.’
‘It is?’ Antonia blinked at her, appearing nonplussed.
‘Indeed. How did you put it, Charles?’
‘She seems to lack a capacity for interpreting abstract symbology, or connecting it with the more substantive entity it represents. So she can see the mountain, and the symbol for it on the map, but her brain refuses to connect the two. Presumably a result of some alteration made by Cooper.’
‘Strange, but we are about to have a visitor.’
Kate looked around in time to see a very tall man in a military uniform stepping up to the table. He was not an unattractive man with somewhat hard features and a strong, fit body, but his left eye was missing. A scar showed on his cheek beneath a black eyepatch; the loss of his eye had not been gentle.
‘Please,’ he said, his voice carrying barely a hint of a foreign accent, ‘do not stand.’ He executed a short, sharp bow. ‘I am Count Karl Werner von Auttenberg, and I simply wished to meet the great Doctor Barstow-Hall.’
Charles got to his feet anyway and offered a hand. Not a short man, he was still a good four inches shorter than von Auttenberg. ‘Count, a pleasure to make your acquaintance. May I introduce my companions, Mrs Antonia Wooster and Miss Katherine Felix.’
‘Indeed, you have the far more attractive table. Would that I could join you, but I must continue with these old men and tell war stories. I merely wished to congratulate you on your work, Doctor. I follow your activities with great interest. Now, I must return to my hosts. Ladies.’ He snapped off another bow and turned to march away.
Charles took the opportunity to flex his fingers and sit down. ‘Man has a grip like a vice.’
‘Mrs Morton had nothing good to say on the subject of Germans,’ Kate said, ‘but he seemed like a gentleman.’
‘Parables have much to say on the subject,’ Antonia said. ‘Never judge a book by its cover.’
‘But first impressions are lasting,’ Charles added. ‘I prefer to reserve judgement until I have more experience of the man.’
‘I expected nothing less, Charles. Your salmon is getting cold and I believe I should like another glass of wine.’
Kate glanced at her companion, detecting the slight tension in her voice even if Charles did not appear to. Antonia had reason to dislike Count von Auttenberg, but what that could be would have to wait for later.
Richmond.
‘Have you encountered Count von Auttenberg before?’ Kate asked as they retired to the drawing room for tea before bed.
‘I have not,’ Antonia replied.
‘But you have some reason to regard him stiffly.’
Antonia sighed and took a sip of her tea. ‘Rumour and innuendo, in truth. In Nairobi we heard tales of German activities in the Congo which were… less than wholesome. The Republic denies all and states that they would not condone such things were they to be provided with proof, but the rumours continue and it is Count von Auttenberg who has administrative authority in the region. He may, indeed, be quite innocent. The rumours may be untrue, remnants of the depredations of the Belgians in years past perpetuated in the hopes that Britain might step in to liberate the region.’
‘But you suspect that they are true and that he may be involved?’
‘I fear so, and I cannot bring myself to like the man because of it. I should not infect you with my pessimism, however. Maintain your objectivity as Charles has done.’
‘I shall do as you say, but I shall note these rumours and your opinion of them. I hold your opinion in high regard, as you should know.’
Antonia gave a bow of her head, accepting the compliment for what it was, but she said, ‘For once I am inclined to hope that your confidence is misplaced.’
Knightsbridge, 18th August.
Charles was preparing to go to his lab when he heard the bell for the door. The morning newspapers held their habitual rash of murders, robberies, a touch of scandal, and the usual reports of the doings of politicians. None of it held particular interest.
The door of the morning room opened and Harroway opened it, his face showing as much concern as Charles had ever seen on it. ‘Sir, there are gentlemen here from Scotland Yard. They request that you return with them immediately. They were quite assertive on the matter, sir.’
Charles frowned and folded his newspaper. ‘I expect I should best go with them then. Kindly get my coat, Harroway.’
Richmond.
Little opened the front door to discover a man in a brown, high-collared coat on the doorstep. Behind him were two men in police uniforms, and there was a black, motorised van at the curb. Her heart jumped into her throat and, for a second, she wondered whether Chastity had done something which had brought the police to their door.
‘We need to speak to Miss Felix,’ the detective leading the police stated. There was something a little odd about his accent, but the warrant card he showed her looked genuine.
‘Please wait, sir, I’ll get Mrs Wooster.’ He gave a nod and she turned, pushing the door to and then walking swiftly back towards the drawing room where Kate would be sitting with Antonia. In her urgency she neglected to knock and both women looked up at her a little surprised. ‘Ma’am, there are policemen here. They say they need to talk to Miss Kate.’
Frowning, Antonia got to her feet and went out to the front door. She looked the man in the coat up and down, and examined the card he was holding up. ‘Inspector… Morris? What can I do for you?’
‘We are here to take Miss Katherine Felix into custody, ma’am. Chief Inspector Longford’s orders. He needs to question her on a matter of murder.’
‘Murder?! I–’
‘I will go with them, Mrs Wooster.’ Kate’s voice came from behind her. ‘I will not be the cause of difficulty here in your home.’
‘I’ll come with you.’
‘My orders are to take her alone, ma’am,’ Morris said. ‘You are welcome to proceed to the Yard, but I cannot take you with us.’
Antonia looked set to argue, but Kate placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I will be fine.’
‘I will meet you there as soon as possible.’
Nodding, Kate walked out towards the Black Maria at the curb.
Westminster.
‘What is this about, Chief Inspector?’ Charles asked as a tall man in a fairly expensive suit entered the interview room.
Chief Inspector Longford had the look of an ex-military man, including a greying moustache and a tight, military haircut. He was aging fairly gracefully and still had some degree of muscle to his frame, but he was thinning around the face and he looked very severe because of it. Charles suspected he would have looked severe anyway.
‘A body was recovered from the Thames this morning,’ Longford said, taking the seat across from Charles. ‘Decapitated and with the hands severed from the arms. We have identified it from the prison uniform it was dressed in as one Alfred Cooper.’
‘I see. And for what reason am I here?’
‘Cooper’s garb suggests that he was taken from his cell and then murdered. You, yourself, reported that the only person with the knowledge to break him out of gaol in the manner used is you. Your ward has strong motives for wishing him harm and is in possession of a sword, I am given to believe.’
Charles looked carefully at the man, trying to read anything in his expression. He got little or nothing. ‘Let me attempt to summarise. Some three weeks ago, myself and Miss Felix commit a daring gaol break to remove the man who sired her from Pentonville. We keep him alive for that long, and then she beheads him and removes his hands before disposing of the torso in the Thames. Is that correct?’
‘That is the current working hypothesis, Doctor?’
‘Why?’
‘Pardon? This man performed unspeakable experiments upon her person.’
‘Why did we keep him alive for three weeks? Where do you suppose we secreted him during this time? Since you know of the sword, I assume you are aware that Miss Felix has been engaged in the apprehension of a gang of white slavers for half of this period. If we wanted him dead, why not kill him in his cell?’
Longford smiled; he had been expecting that one. ‘You clearly wished to extract from him what he knew of his experiment.’
‘I assure you, Chief Inspector, that there is nothing that man knows that I would wish polluting my mind. Where is Miss Felix? I assume you wish to speak with her.’
‘Miss Felix will have been arrested by now and will be on her way here,’ Longford said. Charles decided that the man’s smile held a little too much malice.
Battersea.
They had insisted on cuffing her hands behind her back which she considered unnecessary and rather rude. There were two policemen and the detective in the back with her, two more men in the front, a sufficient guard without restraint.
‘Might I know who the victim is?’ Kate asked. Morris looked at her, saying nothing. ‘I assume that I am accused of killing someone for I cannot fathom why I would be called to consult upon a murder and then handcuffed.’
‘You’ll remain silent,’ Morris snapped. His accent seemed odd, tainted with… She was not quite sure, but he was not from London.
Deprived of the right to speak, she looked around the back of the van, her eyes eventually falling upon Morris’s feet. Inspector Franklin took pride in his dress, but he was still nothing more than a detective risen from the ranks. His shoes were invariably worn and brown. Morris wore better-quality shoes in black. No, black boots, though the upper part was hidden beneath his trousers. An odd affectation, perhaps, but not exactly impossible. Except that the constable sitting beside him seemed to be wearing the same style of boot, as was the one beside her.
There was a small window in the back of the van. Through it she could see railway tracks, many of them. It looked like they were passing through Battersea or Nine Elms. They would likely cross the river at Vauxhall on the new bridge. Well, she had been told it was less than fifteen years old which still made it older than her.
But they continued on the south side and she saw the bridge in the rear view as they continued on towards Lambeth. Well, they might be taking her across at Westminster, but that seemed rather the long way around and made little sense…
And then she heard it. The driver asked something of his companion which she did not understand, but took it to be an odd dialect she had not met until she heard the reply. ‘Rechts an der nächsten Kreuzung.’ She did not understand that either, but she recognised the timbre from overhearing Count von Auttenberg speaking to one of his associates at the Barstow Club.
Moving slowly, so as not to attract attention, she eased the bracelet of her cuffs off her right wrist, squeezing it over her hand. Mister Thomas had remarked once on her flexibility; he knew but the half of it.
‘I believe your driver has made a wrong turn, Inspector Morris,’ Kate said, smiling at the man.
‘They know where they’re going. Please remain silent.’
‘Are you absolutely certain?’
‘I said–’
‘It’s just that they did not take Vauxhall Bridge so perhaps, being from Germany, they are not conversant with the roadways.’
Morris moved, his hand reaching into his coat, and Kate’s booted foot slammed into his arm. There was a loud bang which echoed in the confines of the van. Morris let out a cry while the man beside him screamed and keeled over, clutching at his leg. Beside Kate, the ‘policeman’ went for his own pistol, but Kate’s elbow slammed into his jaw. Once, twice, and then he was falling forward onto his colleague.
The van screeched to a halt, throwing Kate off balance and freeing Morris, or whatever his name actually was. He pulled a pistol from under his coat, not unlike the Mauser which Antonia carried but of a slightly smaller calibre. He was bringing it around when Kate caught herself, glanced back, and then kicked out. Her boot heel jabbed straight through his windpipe, an accident, but one she could live with. She scrabbled to her feet while Morris collapsed to the floor, choking on his own blood.
The rear door of the van opened and two men in uniform, brandishing pistols, were standing there. Kate threw herself out at them, catching each in an arm as she leaped and bearing them to the ground. She was up and running before either could regain their senses, dashing away through the gathering crowd who were unlikely to stop a fleeing prisoner, even if they could have.
Behind her the two men looked after her. ‘Müssen wir nach ihr gehen?’
‘Nein. Wir können hier nicht gefangen werden.’
And with that they closed the van and returned to the front, driving off with all the speed the Maria could muster.
Richmond.
Kate slipped in through the rear gate and entered the kitchen as quietly as possible. Her stealth was, however, wasted: the Bridgers and Little were sitting at the kitchen table looking despondent.
‘Miss Kate!’ Little said as soon as she saw her. ‘We thought the peelers had you. Mrs Wooster went out by carriage not ten minutes ago to join you.’
‘Those were not policemen, and I am placing you all in a difficult position by being here. I shall collect a few things and be gone.’
‘There is no difficulty, ma’am,’ Mister Bridger stated, ‘for you have at no point returned to this house as far as we are aware.’
‘None of us think you did nothing,’ Little said, her accent slipping in her excitement.
Kate looked at her. ‘A double negative, Margery? Mrs Wooster would be most disconcerted. Thank you, all of you, but I cannot endanger this house with my presence.’
‘And that speaks most highly of your character, Miss Kate,’ Mrs Bridger said, nodding. ‘Get your things and I’ll make up a bundle for you. If you’ll be hiding out on the streets while Mrs Wooster and your guardian sort this out, you’ll need food.’
‘I… Thank you. I will return as fast as I am able.’
‘I’ll come to help you change,’ Little said. ‘It’ll be all the faster with help.’ She waited until they were on the stairs before asking, ‘If they were not from the Yard, Miss, who were they?’
‘You’d be better off not knowing, and besides I’m not entirely sure myself. I fear they were sent to take me captive for some reason and I know not why. Margery, when Mrs Wooster returns tell her… Tell her I’ll be near our rendezvous point just after dark. I’ll try to be there each night should she need to make contact.’
‘I will, Miss. Now let’s get you ready. I assume you’ll be wanting your leathers.’
Westminster.
Longford stalked into the interview room, his expression dark. Charles was not sure what had happened, but it had displeased the Chief Inspector greatly.
‘Your wild girl has escaped while being brought here,’ Longford growled. ‘Four officers and a detective dead.’
Charles stared at the man, unable to believe what he was hearing. If Kate had had one of her atavistic episodes… But no, those were rarely violent, if ever. Her speech decayed as her mind submerged, but she was no more prone to violence then than at other times, unless…
‘How much force did you authorise in her detention, Chief Inspector?’
‘She’s an animal!’ Longford roared. ‘I’ve read the reports on her. She bit an officer when she was first discovered. You think I care how much force was used in her capture?’
‘I see–’
‘She’ll be hunted down! Hunted down like the dog she is!’
Charles’s fists clenched and he bit back on his immediate rejoinder. ‘Have you any evidence to hold me here, Chief Inspector?’
‘What?’
‘Have you any evidence, real evidence rather than supposition, that I am involved in any way with these crimes?’ Longford glared at him. ‘Then I would be obliged if you would see to my release. I shall be remaining in London, have no fear of not finding me should you need to.’
‘I’ll see you–’
‘I caution you against further outbursts. I have already heard enough to consider taking the case for your replacement before the Commissioner. Threats will not persuade me against that course of action.’
‘Get out. See that you do not leave the city.’
Getting to his feet, Charles made his way to the door. ‘Sir, wild horses could not drag me away at this juncture.’
Richmond.
Charles and Antonia had shared a carriage across the river, saying nothing of the matter at hand until they were in Antonia’s drawing room where Little told them of Kate’s visit.
‘She said she’d try to be at your usual rendezvous place, wherever that may be, after dark,’ Little said. ‘She took her pills an’ her sword, an’ Mrs Bridger gave her some food, but those streets are no place for a lady to be sleepin’ on, ma’am.’
‘Calmly, Margery,’ Antonia said. ‘A little excitement is no excuse for poor diction.’
‘Begging your pardon, ma’am, but I cannot believe Miss Kate could murder a man in cold blood. None of us can. It’s got me worried. She said the men, those policemen, who came to take her away, they were not policemen.’
‘I’m afraid it gets worse, Miss Little,’ Charles said, ‘for she is accused of killing those very men during her escape.’
‘No, sir. For she said she knew they might give chase since two had seen the direction she ran in, and that was another reason why she could not stay.’
‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ Antonia said. ‘Since we are listing the misfortunes of the situation, Inspector Franklin spoke to me briefly, expressing his opinion that Kate was unlikely to be the culprit in Cooper’s murder. He said that Chief Inspector Longford was an excellent policeman, but also a very religious man. He had taken the case over from the detective originally assigned to it when it became clear who the victim was.’
‘A religious man,’ Charles mused. ‘That may explain his somewhat forthright belief in Kate’s guilt.’ He sighed. ‘If the police believe her to have killed some of their own they will be merciless in their pursuit. We must get word to her of the situation and she must remain out of sight until we can clarify matters.’
‘That may be difficult. We were followed back from the Yard and I have no doubt we will both be watched. Likely our servants too. I know where to get a message to, but not how without giving her away.’
‘I think I know, ma’am,’ Little said. ‘I think I know just the person to deliver it.’
Aldgate.
Kate sat atop the roof of the London Metal Exchange watching the street below. Across the way, St Katherine Cree sat in all its grey splendour. Kate was not religious; she had not really had time in her life to get to grips with the concept of God and even Mrs Morton, who attended church every Sunday, had not pushed her into it. Antonia had thought that meeting at the church seemed appropriate, given the name, and it was an easily recognisable landmark with its square tower and somewhat unusual architecture. Antonia had said it was Jacobean, and not many of the churches from that time were still around.
There was no sign of Antonia on the street below, nor Charles. Staying in one place seemed unwise so Kate was just about to move on when she spotted red hair in the lamplight and peered closer at the figure standing nervously on the corner beside the church. Smiling, she headed for the side of the building where she could climb down the wall more easily and a few minutes later she was walking up to Chastity.
‘Not back at your old ways, I take it?’ she asked, giving the girl a smile.
‘No, mum. We’d best be getting off the street. Hunch your shoulders more and we’ll off down Sugarloaf Alley. People’ll think you’ve taken me for a bit.’
‘A bit of what?’ Kate asked as she bent her back and dropped her shoulders. She doubted she gave a good impression of a man leading a young girl astray, but perhaps her height would lend credence. Placing her hand on Chastity’s shoulder, she started for the alley.
‘I’m sure I wouldn’ know, Miss, bein’ a good girl an’ all.’ When they were in the alley and out of the light, she took an envelope from her bodice and handed it to Kate. ‘Mrs Wooster and your gentleman are bein’ watched by the Filth, Miss. No one pays heed t’ what a street girl does an’ Madge was sure I’d be able t’ get that t’ you.’
‘Thank you, Chastity. You’ve done me a service delivering this.’
‘An’ you done me one getting’ me free o’ them slavers, Miss. We ain’t even by a long chalk, an’ I’ll do whatever I can t’ help. I ’eard what they said y’d done and I’d believe the King was a fish before I’d believe that.’
‘Thank you again. Now, you’d best be on your way before someone thinks you have returned for work, and I’ll be away to somewhere less visible.’
‘Good luck, Miss.’ The girl pulled a scarf up over her red hair and hurried away onto Leadenhall Street.
Kate opened the envelope once she was safely back on the rooftops. There was little moon and almost no light from the streets below, and she had to focus to read, but she slowly deciphered the letter which seemed to be from Charles.
Dear Kate, I hope this letter finds you well. While a rather foolish start in the circumstances I feel that has never been so true a sentiment. I know not what you were told or have found out so here are the facts of the case. You are accused of murdering Alfred Cooper. The suggestion is that I aided you in his recovery from Pentonville, but they have no real evidence and I am of sufficient standing that they could not hold me. Further, they are saying that you killed the police officers sent to detain you to further your escape.
She was accused of killing her father? Well, it made sense in some respect. She could see how someone might think that she would desire him dead. The ‘policemen,’ though… The one calling himself Morris would probably not have survived and the one shot in the leg might have bled out, but the others… Then again, they were not policemen, but had had real uniforms which they must have obtained from somewhere. So the kidnappers had framed her for those deaths too.
Let me be clear that neither myself nor Mrs Wooster believe these fanciful allegations. Little told us what you told her. My belief is that the squad sent to apprehend you were intercepted and murdered, the intention being to make it appear that you had done the deed while escaping. We are fortunate that you actually did and I doubt the kidnappers were expecting it. Remain hidden. We will send word when it is safe to return. Charles.
Crouching beside a chimney breast, Kate pushed the letter into one of her pouches and considered. There really was little she could do in her position, but she hated having to rely on her friends. They had already done so much for her and now she was putting them in a most difficult situation to aid her.
The brickwork on her right exploded and she jerked to the left, off and running before her mind had caught up with what had happened. Someone had taken a shot at her? She had heard nothing. A rifle from some distance away. Was she somehow betrayed?
Another shot whined as it struck the tiles on her left and she turned again, leaping an alley and running on across the flat roof across the way. Just ahead of her a chimneypot exploded and she bolted off to the left again. The angles were wrong. There was no building tall enough and close enough to give a marksman such a comprehensive view. A shot struck the bricks on her left and she turned, but this time she had heard something before the bullet struck. On her right and high up. Too high up. She dropped, sliding over the rooftop and catching herself as she went over the edge. There was a window below her and she dropped again, turning and springing to the opposite side of the alley to catch a window there, and in like manner she made her way to the ground.
As she darted through the shadows, she heard voices above her. There were men up there, speaking German and sounding confused and irritated. They had been waiting for her? But how had they known… The shots. Someone out there was in an airship of some sort with a clear view of her. They had not been trying to hit her; they had been herding her, pushing her into a trap they had laid.
Leaping up, she caught a ledge and made her way back to rooftop level, lifting her head slowly at the end and looking out in the direction she thought the shots had come from. It took her a minute or two to realise it, even when she had detected something not quite right, but it was there, hanging over the city perhaps six or seven hundred yards away. It was little more than a shape, blackness obscuring the stars, but it was there, a blimp of some sort, too bulging for a dirigible and with an odd shape to one end. There were no lights showing, but she caught a glint of reflected lamplight a couple of times; there were people aboard that thing looking for her through binoculars or telescopes.
Moving around at street level would make it easier for the police to find her and ensure that she was seen by someone. But it seemed the rooftops were less safe than she had expected and the police were easier to avoid than men with binoculars on an airship. She began back down to the alley she had climbed from. It was going to be a long night.
Richmond, 19th August.
‘You do yourself no service by harbouring this… woman, madam.’
Antonia watched Longford as he stalked about her front room like a tiger in a cage, but rather less fearsome. ‘Miss Felix is not here, Chief Inspector, as the men you have disrupting my household will soon tell you. I know not where she is.’ Which was true; she did not know where Kate was now.
‘She is a killer, madam. Two more officers were struck down last night. Shot in the street.’
‘Shot?’
‘Indeed!’
‘By what?’
‘By your–’
‘Not by whom, sir. It is quite clear that you would place at her door any death within a hundred miles so we must assume that you will say it was Miss Felix. What calibre of bullet was used?’
‘What does it matter?’
‘Because Miss Felix owns two firearms, a revolver and a rifle, and both are in their cases.’
To his credit, Longford pulled out a notebook and flipped through the pages. ‘A seven point nine-two millimetre bullet was recovered from one of the bodies.’
‘Likely the Mauser rifle round, Chief Inspector. You are looking for a German rifle, perhaps a Gewehr ninety-eight which is commonly in use by the German Army and quite a well-constructed weapon. How Miss Felix could have obtained one while on the run in London I cannot fathom, but I leave such matters to the police.’
A constable chose that moment to appear at the door. He looked as though he had drawn the short straw. ‘No sign of her, sir. We’ve searched the place from attic to cellar.’ Antonia looked from the uniformed man to his superior.
‘Very well, Constable, back on the carriages.’ He waited for the man to leave before saying, ‘Make no mistake, Mrs Wooster, I will see this girl hang for what she has done.’
‘If Miss Felix is responsible for all that you accuse her of, Chief Inspector, I shall tighten the noose about her neck myself.’ She rose to her feet and held a hand out towards the door. ‘That, of course, will be after you have provided but a shred of evidence that she is responsible. I have yet to hear anything which is not insinuation and prejudice. Kindly take your leave. I must inspect the damage your heavy-handed officers have wrought in order to present a bill at a later date.’
Knightsbridge.
‘You are welcome to examine the laboratory, Constable,’ Charles said as he let himself into the room, ‘but I should caution you against touching anything. Some of my experiments are delicate. Some of the materials I have stored here are toxic or worse.’
The young officer swallowed hard and nodded. ‘I don’t doubt there’s nothing to see, Doctor Barstow-Hall, but the Chief Inspector would have my guts for sausage skins if there was a room left unchecked.’
‘And you drew the short straw?’
‘Youngest man on the squad, sir.’
‘Ah.’ They entered and the policeman stepped smartly to the very centre of the room, away from anything which might tip over or be brushed by a sleeve, or leap off the bench and strangle him of its own volition.
‘Well… there seems nowhere here for the young lady to hide.’ He peered under the benches with the air of a man expecting some form of eldritch horror to jump out at. ‘What of those cabinets, sir?’
There were two, five feet in height and moderately thin. One wooden one had vents cut into the door, while the other was solid and made of a heavy, dark metal. ‘Those are where I keep the really dangerous materials, Constable. Miss Felix is, as I’m sure you have been told, six feet tall and would have considerable difficulty squashing herself into those spaces.’ The constable appeared satisfied with that, but Charles had a sudden urge to be vindictive which he found himself unable to override. ‘However she is quite flexible. Perhaps you should look.’ Reaching out he opened the door of the wooden cabinet and, as expected, the policeman jumped back, relaxing when he saw only shelves and bottles.
‘No one there, sir. What of the other cabinet?’
‘Ah, that one. Do you have children, Constable?’
‘No, sir, I’ve not had the fortune of finding the right young woman yet.’
‘So you do wish to have them? I believe I have a square of lead which should suffice.’
‘Sir?’
‘That’s the radioactives store, Constable.’
‘Oh! Uh… Well, the young lady is hardly likely to be in there then, sir.’
‘Miss Felix has a quite remarkable resilience to such dangers. She must spend time in a reactor to keep her physiology stable.’
‘I know about the reactor, sir. The detail watching the one at Greenwich is not the most popular, but… But that cabinet looks airtight, and she has to breathe, sir.’
Relenting, Charles gave a nod. ‘Well reasoned, Constable. I can see you rising to Inspector without difficulty.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘And the best of luck in finding the future Mrs Constable.’
Soho.
Kate opened her eyes and looked up at the clear, blue sky. It was, by her estimation, not long after midday and she was lying beside a chimney breast on the rooftop of one of Soho’s tenements. It was not the most comfortable of beds, but the bricks of the chimney were warm and she could, if required, sleep on nails thanks to her time in the cell.
As dawn broke, she had found herself in the region of Covent Garden. The market was coming to life and the streets were starting to fill, and she had been moving all night in an effort to avoid police and others. But with the light, the black airship would have to depart or be seen, so Kate had taken to the rooftops once more and continued west until she had found a convenient place to settle down for a few hours.
Sitting atop the roof she drank water from the canteen Mrs Bridger had provided and ate some bread and cheese. The night had been hard and had proven to her that she needed a better strategy for remaining unobserved. She had heard at least one more shot in the night, a muffled sound which indicated that the rifle was fitted with some sort of suppressor, though no bullet had come near her. These people were well equipped and tenacious, and they ruled the skies at night. On the streets she had the police to deal with. She had need of somewhere to hole up, but she also had a need to be at Aldgate at nightfall in case there was news from Charles or Antonia. Well, there was one place which she knew was likely to be unoccupied…
Smiling, Kate took another mouthful of water and then packed away her goods. She had some travelling to do.
Aldgate.
There was no sign of Chastity, or any of her other friends, around the church. Kate watched the skies as much as the ground and tried to stay in the shadows. Her dark clothes and the thin moon were likely to help, as was the light cloud, but she had to assume that the airship was up there and looking for her.
As far as she knew, no one had seen her crossing back towards Aldgate so there was every chance the Germans were concentrating their search on the East End which would be the last place they might think she had been heading. But then again, she was not sure that they had known she was heading there…
Trying to out-think the people chasing her was going to be almost impossible without information. She needed a plan and to come up with one she needed time to think, and somewhere secure to do it. Well, there was obviously no one coming to meet her tonight, so she checked the sky once more and then started off towards St Katherine’s Dock.
The railway lines that went through Shadwell forced her down to ground level, and it was as she was crossing the track near Dock Street that she spotted the three figures walking at the side of the rails. They had already passed the point she was crossing at and were all facing away from her, so she made a dash for the far side and hid behind a bush which had grown there, pausing because something seemed odd about the three men in thick great coats.
Each carried a storm lantern and they seemed to be searching, which made her suspect that they were looking for her, but they did so in a manner… She was not quite sure what was catching her attention. They seemed slow, overly deliberate, and none of them spoke, conducting their search in silence. As she watched, one of them turned, lifting his lantern and looking back in her direction. Kate covered her mouth to stop any sound escaping: the man was Morris, the fake detective. She could see a black mark at his throat where her boot heel had struck. There was no way he could have survived, but there he was… Except that even in the yellowish light of the lantern, his skin looked grey and his eyes were cast over, almost white.
He turned again, starting off after his compatriots, and Kate started into the buildings on the south side of the tracks. The implications of what she had seen were still with her when she had to drop down again to cross The Highway. These people could raise the dead? Or at least return to them a semblance of life. Her own existence defied God and Nature, but this was something else.
She made it to Wapping as quickly as was possible commensurate with remaining unseen and found the warehouse the slavers had used as empty as she had expected. Two of the three rooms on the upper floor had contained beds which the men had employed when not out stealing girls or guarding them. It would make a most acceptable place to hide for a while and was not too far from Aldgate that she could not return there each evening.
The rooms had no windows, but they did have lanterns, a state which Kate found very acceptable. She busied herself tidying one bed, setting a table with a lantern beside it, and then sitting down to a cold meal of ham, bread, cheese, and water, which managed to taste like a feast. She had her pills to take and a bed to sleep on, and it was unlikely anyone would look for her there, but she had placed crates at the top of the stairs to make it difficult to get onto the floor without making noise. A book would have been nice, but she had not thought to pack one. Instead, she turned off the lantern to save oil, lay back on the bed and considered her situation.
Her persecutors were well resourced and they seemed to have some numbers. She doubted they had people inside the police, but they had to have an informant, at least someone who had told them the route the Maria would take to pick her up and when it was leaving. They had effective weapons and, apparently, undead soldiers, and an airship which could travel quietly, unseen in the darkness of the night. All of this she knew.
What she needed was a motive and the name of their employer, for she was sure that there was one. A group of men like this would have a leader. It would be someone powerful, wealthy, and with influence. A man, she had no doubt, and she needed to know who he was. What she needed was a plan to get that information.
Westminster, 20th August.
Longford reviewed the reports of the previous night, his face red with anger. Another dead officer, this one with a broken neck. It rankled all the more because Mrs Wooster’s words kept echoing in his head. He knew that the abomination they called a girl was responsible in the same way that he knew that there was a God on high. It was a matter of faith. Faith would not do for a policeman and Longford was a policeman as well as a Christian.
The fact that no one could find the girl was not helping, and now there were reports of the dead walking the streets in Whitechapel and Shadwell. The place was going to Hell, and if there were dead men actually walking out there, then perhaps that was a more literal expression than usual.
‘Sir!’ The constable at the door was out of breath and he had burst in as though the Hounds of Hell were on his heels.
‘Constable Matthews, there had better be a damn good reason for entering my office without knocking.’
‘Sir, she’s been sighted. Someone caught sight of her near Limehouse.’
‘Limehouse? No one has searched in that area, have they?’
‘No, sir. We’ve been concentratin’ on Soho and Whitechapel cos we knew she knew the area.’
‘I want squads out there looking in every place a woman could be hidden. Move, Constable!’
Stepney.
The streets were swarming with men in uniform. It looked like they had drafted in every constable they could find to hunt her down and Kate had to wonder whether the crime level in the rest of the city had gone crazy tonight. They were searching through every alleyway and dosshouse, knocking on every door, and generally making life a misery for the residents.
More importantly, as far as Kate was concerned, the blimp was in the sky overhead. It had been a calculated risk: allow a policeman to see her on the street, make sure she was seen, in fact. The news had reached the ears of her hunters and they were out looking for her. The policemen below would eliminate the possibility of using the undead creatures; Kate doubted very much that they wanted anyone to know about those things, though she had heard a few rumours that afternoon. Someone else had seen them and the locals around the docks were nervous.
Also, the police combing the streets would, naturally, have forced her up to the rooftops. The police did not know about that, it seemed, while the Germans did. She was, indeed, on the rooftops, but she had concealed herself sufficiently well that the airship was unlikely to spot her and now she was waiting, waiting for her chance to capture one of the hunters.
They were moving around in twos, which made things more difficult, and she was on the edge of the search territory, which reduced their numbers in her vicinity, but she felt it likely that they would look atop the building she had selected sooner or later.
It was close to midnight when, grunting from the climb, two men clambered up onto the top of the tenement Kate was stationed on. They were hunting by moonlight, their use of lights restricted by the men below, and Kate was hidden beneath a grey blanket which more or less matched the slates she was lying beside in the lee of a chimney stack. Neither saw her as they passed and, silently, she slipped out behind them, her sword already drawn and ready. Raising the weapon, she brought the pommel down on the back of the trailing man’s skull and the second turned at the sound of his colleague falling. His rifle began to rise as his eyes widened, and Kate stepped forward, running the blade through his chest. He looked at her, his hands going limp about the gun he was holding. The rifle clattered to the rooftop and then he joined it, unmoving.
Then, wrapping the unconscious man in her camouflage blanket, she hoisted her prize onto her shoulders and started for Wapping.
Wapping.
The man woke up to find himself tied firmly to a bed frame. Beside him, Kate sat quietly, his knife in her hands. It was a long, broad-bladed hunting knife with a wickedly pointed tip and he had employed it several times in a manner designed to inflict pain upon his victim. He had never imagined that it might be used on him, but then he was dealing with a woman…
‘Might I know your name?’ Kate asked. She had been waiting the better part of forty minutes for him to awaken and now that he had, she wished to push things along as expediently as possible.
‘Leutnant Heinrich Dittmar,’ he replied. ‘That is all you will get from me.’ He had a German accent, but his English seemed good.
‘Leutnant? That’s like lieutenant?’ She got a nod. ‘I’ll remember. Leutnant Dittmar, my name is Kate and I am the girl you have been hunting for these past several days, as I am sure you are aware. I wish to know why I am being hunted and who it is who wishes me captured.’
‘I will tell you nothing.’
‘No, Leutnant, you are mistaken. Perhaps you are unfamiliar with pain. I spent the first five years of my life at the mercy of my father who utilised me as one would a laboratory rat. He taught me all about pain. I know that, eventually, you will do whatever I ask, because your entire life will turn about avoiding more pain. Even when you know that there is nothing you can do or say to stop it, still you try.’
‘You are a woman–’
‘Women go through childbirth, Leutnant Dittmar. We are more resolute in the face of pain than men. But beyond that, did they not tell you what I was? I am part animal. I am stronger and faster than you. I heal abnormally quickly. My father thought it wondrous and used his scalpels freely, knowing that I would heal no matter what.’ Reaching out with the knife, she hooked one of his shirt buttons, pinging it off his chest with ease. ‘It’s sharp. That’s good. The edge will cut and you will feel nothing for a second. Then there will be the sting, the sharp, biting knowledge that nerves have been severed that continues long after the wound begins closing.’ She snipped off another button. ‘Have you fathered children, Leutnant? I ask because if you hold out long enough, I will be forced to ensure that you never do.’
‘I will tell you–’ Kate let the point of the blade slide into the skin over his breastbone and then drew it down an inch or so before lifting it away again. His teeth gritted and his fists clenched. ‘If I tell you what you wish to know, my fate will be worse than death. There is nothing you can do which can compare to that.’
Kate looked at him for a second. ‘Oh, then I shall let you go now. I do not wish to engage in this torture and if I can do nothing to persuade you, then I shall free you. Of course, I must blindfold you and deliver you to your comrades for I do not wish my location known. I am quite sure they will welcome your return.’
‘But if I return unharmed…’
‘I’ve seen them. The dead things. Do they have a name?’
‘We call them “necromenschen.”’
‘I assume one must be dead before the procedure can be carried out? Or can they do it to you while you are still live? I would assume that would be the more horrifying alternative.’
He was silent for a few seconds, and she allowed the room to remain quiet, waiting for his response. ‘If I tell you, you will let me go. There is no prison which they cannot take me from. My only chance is to run and hope I am too much effort to chase down.’
‘You have my word, Leutnant.’
‘I do not know why they want you. I have orders. You are to be taken alive at all cost. His plans depend upon it and he will not allow anything to disrupt his plans. That is why he came personally to London. He would see you taken and shipped back with him. He cannot stand this island and would not set foot on it otherwise.’
‘He?’
‘You cannot guess?’
‘Leutnant, my grasp of politics is weak. I would not know the name of the King were it not etched into the coins and the name of our Prime Minister is a fact I have never considered worthy of attention.’
‘Von Auttenberg. Count von Auttenberg. He amasses knowledge and those who can use it. You must be needed for one of his experiments. Like the necromenschen, he experiments in other transformations, but they have always been failures. Some of the things he has had made… It is… abscheulichkeit.’
‘Thank you, Leutnant. One last question. That was not our deal and you may decide to say nothing. I will not hold that against you. Where is it that they go when the sun rises? They have an airship which is almost invisible in darkness, but it cannot remain airborne in daylight without being seen.’
‘They have taken a warehouse to the east of the docks, past the double bend in the river. If you go there you will be taken. They have many men, but there is also Nachtigall. She will see you if you go.’
‘Nachtigall?’
‘It is a bird which sings in the night.’
‘A nightingale?’
‘Yes. She is his second. It is said she makes the bullets sing from her rifle.’
The sniper on the blimp. ‘Thank you, Leutnant Dittmar.’ Kate reached out and cut the rope holding his right wrist before placing the knife on his stomach and retreating across the room. ‘I wish you luck in your escape. Might I suggest the far north? It is not difficult to become lost in Scotland.’
He cut his other bonds and sat up. ‘You are not the animal we were told to hunt for, Fräulein. I wish you the same luck. I fear you will need it more than I. Von Auttenberg seeks you, but you are but one of his plans. The greater one is a weapon, a device so destructive that nations will cower in fear of his wrath. He seeks nothing less than the dominion of the Earth, Fräulein, and he will let nothing stand in his way.’
Poplar.
She had moved during the day. There were still policemen searching the streets, but they were easy to avoid and she moved east a few miles before finding the highest point she could, watching the skyline as the sun went down. There would be no chance of meeting a messenger at Aldgate tonight, but if she could identify their headquarters then she could go to Charles with the news and see what could be done.
There was, of course, every chance that she would miss the thing climbing into the sky. If that happened she would just have to try searching every warehouse she could find until she located the one she wanted. That might take days and she hoped it would not come to that.
The sun was well down when she saw it, a dark shape barely visible as a greater blackness in the night, but it was rising perhaps a mile to the east and a little south. As she watched, it started in her direction and she covered most of herself with her blanket and kept a track on it as best she could until it had gone over. They were continuing to look for her around the East End. She wondered how long they would continue to search if they failed to find her.
The warehouse they had selected seemed perfect for the job. There were large doors leading onto what had to be a marshalling yard of some sort with a high wall around it. They would be able to pull the airship out and then take it up with minimal chance that it would be seen on the ground. Still, if they kept doing this they would eventually be seen. Of course, that assumed that anyone in the area would bother reporting a balloon being deployed in the dead of night.
She climbed the wall of the building slowly, carefully, and quietly. The woman Dittmar had warned her of would likely be aboard the airship, but there would certainly be others inside. She found no doorway on the roof, but there was a vent which she prised the cover from and slipped inside. Someone had installed a chimney-like system for conducting air into the building. It was not an easy task to struggle through to a point where she could look down on the interior, but she managed it.
There was a large, open space, presumably for the blimp, and a couple of vehicles. There was the suggestion, from their placement, of more, but those had presumably transported the search teams out into the city. A few guards sat around the room looking bored, but none looked up at the vent. Guns rested on tables around the room, large quantities of guns, some of which Kate had never seen the like of before. These were rifle-like weapons, but with quite wide barrels and unusual tubes and pipes set along them. A thicker pipe ran from the upper part of the stock to a backpack.
Shuffling back from the vent, Kate lay down and closed her eyes. She would wait here until dawn and the return of the airship. She wanted to see the thing in daylight, and perhaps see the Nightingale in person.
21st August.
The sound of voices from below woke Kate and she shuffled forward to look down again. The huge doors at the front of the room were being opened. It was still dark outside, but the light from within was quite sufficient to reveal to her cat-like eyes the shadowy shape of the blimp, as men, or rather necromenschen, began dragging it inside. Clearly the dead men were stronger than normal, a point to make note of.
The blimp itself was black and made of some form of canvas, but of a very tight weave. To Kate it looked as though the material had some odd optical property; the light seemed to fall into it, absorbed by it and vanished into nothing. She spotted a gondola beneath it with three guns mounted at the front but could make out little detail aside from that. She was beginning to consider the entire exercise a waste of time and discomfort when she saw the woman.
This had to be Nachtigall; she was the only woman there and she was quite the beauty in a severe way. Not especially tall, she was above average for a female, and dressed in the same sort of uniform as the rest of the airship crew. Her walk, her hips, and the fairly expansive cleavage she displayed through her half-unbuttoned blouse gave away her femininity, but little else did. Her hips swung as she walked, but it was more of a swagger, and there was a cigarette between her lips which she took frequent drags on. Her hair was a short, blonde crop mostly hidden by the peaked cap she was wearing. Across her back was a rifle fitted with a large, telescopic sight and a heavy silencer. She looked annoyed and her shouted orders spoke of weariness and irritation even if Kate could not understand the words.
Von Auttenberg’s people were starting to realise that they had missed their chance. They had certainly seen no sign of her in two nights and one of their own had gone missing, two if they had never found the body of the Leutnant’s companion. Their Colonel would be displeased. More men would be joining the ranks of the necromenschen, though Kate doubted Nachtigall would be among them.
Kate pushed back from her vantage point and lay down. The search teams had been out all night and would need rest. They would likely retire soon and she would make her escape then. The urge to attack was strong, but it would be futile and she would be handing herself over to the people hunting her. So this was not the time to assault them; this was the time for stealth, and then the sharing of information. As soon as she could, she would go to see Charles.
Richmond.
‘I confess that I am concerned,’ Charles said as he paced before Antonia’s drawing room fireplace. ‘We have had no word from her. Your young friend has tried to make contact for the last two nights and I am loath to endanger her further in that neighbourhood.’
‘Charles, Chastity is not an incapable woman and she is most determined to assist us in any way she can. I am also concerned, but we can continue to try. Would that we had anything of import to pass on when contact is made. Please sit down, you are making me dizzy.’
Sweeping into a seat, but sitting on the very edge as though he might leap up again at any instant, Charles said, ‘My apologies, but my nerves are on edge. Longford persists in his accusations, and my work suffers. I was close to perfecting a new pharmaceutical based upon Kate’s blood, but my concentration is sorely disturbed.’
‘Another wondrous healing elixir, Charles?’
‘I believe I have isolated some of the chemicals released as her body heals itself. This process is far more complex than the chemistry of the purification process, but I have some indication that I can trigger accelerated healing in another using complex molecules which are natural to the body, but do not normally appear in such large amounts.’
‘That is most excellent news, Charles.’
‘Indeed, but I am interrupted every day by the Chief Inspector and his questions, often ones he has asked the day before. I believe his intent is to catch me in a lie, but since he never asks anything I must obfuscate the answer to, he has failed entirely in his plan. I admit that his confidence in Kate’s guilt appears a little shaken these past two days, and also that I came here in the hope that he will not attempt to confront us both at the same time.’
‘I believe that he will not. The last time we spoke I put doubt in his mind regarding the deaths of two of his officers. A man of such conviction as Chief Inspector Longford cannot afford doubts. Now, drink your tea and attempt to relax, if but for a moment. There is little in this world which cannot be countered by a firm resolve, a quick wit, and a good cup of tea.’
Knightsbridge.
Charles glanced at the tall, thin man standing across the street as he waited for Harroway to open the door. Forgetting his keys on the way out had just put a cap on his annoyance at the entire situation. The policeman did not even try to appear unobtrusive, which was a further annoyance.
‘I neglected to pocket my key before leaving,’ Charles grumbled as the door opened.
Harroway, as usual, acted as this were nothing of note. ‘Your mind is on more pressing matters, sir.’ He waited until Charles was inside and the door closed before adding. ‘You have a visitor, sir. I took the liberty of placing her in the laboratory once she was made presentable. Her attire is somewhat unconventional, but I believe her appearance will be most agreeable.’
Charles frowned at the manservant as he handed over his coat, and then what he was not saying hit him. Not quite running, Charles bolted for the door to the laboratory.
Kate was sitting on a stool, hands resting in her lap and knees together, as though she were at a dinner party in a fine gown. Charles’s eyes bulged a little at the display of skin he was faced with, but he got little chance to summon his wits as she threw herself across the room at him. ‘Sharles!’ Thankfully, as he somewhat delicately returned her hug, his hands found suede rather than flesh. He was having quite enough trouble with the fact that her barely restrained chest was pressing against his waistcoat.
She seemed to recognise that she was embarrassing him a little, broke the hug, and stepped away, smiling. ‘You’ve not seen me in this before, have you?’
‘I have not. It is… most becoming if a little…’
‘Abbreviated? Tight?’
‘I believe both adjectives fit well, as do the clothes. My dear Kate, it fills my heart with joy to know that you are still well and free, but I suspect you have a motive other than reassurance for breaking your self-imposed exile.’
‘I have uncovered the man behind our recent misfortunes, Sharles. It is Count von Auttenberg. I am told he requires me for experiments of some sort. Sharles, they have an airship which has been made to vanish into the night sky. I am firmly of the belief that they took my father from Pentonville.’
‘Von Auttenberg? You are quite sure? Accusing such a man of such treachery will not be a simple matter.’
‘I have not seen him with them–’
‘He left for Africa not long after we saw him at the club.’
‘I believe my informant was being truthful, and the men pursuing me are most certainly German. One is watching this house.’
Charles frowned. ‘I was aware of the policeman.’
‘There are two from the Yard. One watches the rear gate. They are growing weary of the vigil, however, and their attention wavers. I was able to slip in through the disused coal chute into your cellar. I dare say that that was why Harroway was so firm in suggesting I take a bath, but I admit that I have grown used to such luxuries and being clean has never felt quite so good.’
‘You have had a harrowing few days, Kate. Now, I think, it is time for you to rest and leave the immediate future to myself and Mrs Wooster. I shall send word to her to visit in the morning, for I have just attended her residence and coming here so soon after would arouse suspicion. We shall hear the entirety to your tale and commit ourselves to the task of clearing your name. Mine also, given that I am suspected of aiding you in the kidnap of Cooper.’
Kate’s face dipped away. ‘I have brought great misfortune to your door, Sharles. I cannot apologise enough–’
‘Nonsense! If there is anyone to blame in this it is the Count, and we shall see to it that he is made to pay in full for all his misdeeds.’
22nd August.
‘I have heard much that is fantastic in my life,’ Antonia said, ‘but the reanimation of dead men? Chastity brought rumours of walking corpses back with her two nights ago, but we all agreed this was likely a fabrication of the gin much abused in the area. You say you saw them yourself, Kate?’
‘More than once. One of them was the man who pretended to be Inspector Morris. I do not believe he could have survived my escape from them. His throat was laid open and I could still see evidence of the wound on him as he looked my way on the railway tracks. The ones in the warehouse were in clearer light and I could see sallow complexions and eyes which appeared clouded.’
‘It is not entirely impossible,’ Charles said, his tone musing. ‘I should consider it blasphemous to attempt, and you know that I am far from being a religious man. Some acts of science should not be considered, let alone pursued. The basics of life, the processes by which an organism maintains itself and powers its muscles, these are but chemistry. Complex chemistry which we are barely scratching the surface of, but physical processes nonetheless. I have no doubt that the correct chemicals, applied in the correct manner, could arrest decay and return some semblance of life to a dead being. Whether such a… creature would possess a mind or soul is a matter for philosophers and theologians, but it would likely have some rudimentary intelligence and sufficient motor function to act as a slave.’
‘Such abomination cannot be left to stand,’ Antonia stated. ‘And I do not use that word lightly. Alfred Cooper’s works deserve far greater punishment than he received, but they have resulted in a young woman who is intelligent, civilised, independent, beautiful, and good. These “necromenschen” must be destroyed for their own sake if nothing else.’
‘Indeed, but I am, perhaps, more concerned with this weapon your Leutnant Dittmar mentioned, Kate.’
‘He said little of it,’ Kate replied. ‘I do not believe he knew much, aside from the plan to build it. He said that nations would fear it.’
‘Some form of enhanced Vulcanite, Charles?’ Antonia suggested.
‘Perhaps. They have perfected Vulcanium. They may have found some way to make Vulcanite more potent, though I cannot think how. I have considered several options myself, but none have proven of use. I believe we must obtain the information directly. We must confront the Count.’
‘But he’s not even in the country?’ Kate protested.
‘Quite. He has returned to Africa.’
‘I believe you will be needing my expertise,’ Antonia stated. ‘You will provide the transport?’
‘I will. Please provide to me a list of anything we may require which you cannot immediately lay your hands upon. I shall attempt to procure them without undue notice.’
‘I believe we will be sufficiently provisioned until we can reach Nairobi. We will pause there and take stock. It appears, Kate, that you will be visiting the Dark Continent rather sooner than you might have expected.’
 



The Dark, Dark Continent
Kenya, 27th August 1920.
‘Somehow I expected more… well, more,’ Kate said.
They were standing on the observation deck of their dirigible, which was mounted above the envelope to give as good a view as possible of the country below. Their transport was a Montford-Henry Oculus-class airship designed for scientific survey; Charles had used the design before and was well able to handle its operation. There were many high-powered scientific instruments down in the gondola, along with a small, but comprehensive, laboratory, three cabins, a general office, and some nine days’ supply of fuel for the generator, but the observation deck afforded a most spectacular view.
‘Kenya is primarily grassland,’ Antonia told her. ‘As you can see, there are many stands of trees, but the jungle I have no doubt you were expecting is to the west. We have arrived outside the truly wet seasons, and the temperature will be moderate, but the weather is rarely good at this time of year which reduces the opportunity for good views. On a good day we should be seeing Mount Kilimanjaro to the south-east. Today you can only make out Mount Kenya.’
She walked towards the bow of the ship, peering out at the ground below. ‘We must proceed to the gondola soon. Nairobi is becoming visible and I believe I heard the engine note change. Charles is reducing speed for a landing.’
Kate looked out in the same direction and frowned. She thought she could make out a few buildings, but she had been under the impression that Nairobi was a city, the capital of the British Protectorate. From here it appeared more like a railway marshalling yard and a collection of tin huts.
Antonia appeared to read her mind. ‘Truly this is not a city like London. There is law and order, and some quite fine hotels, and there is the railway which operates trains as often as every other day. It will seem far different from what you are used to, however.’
‘I’m sure I will adapt.’ Kate looked down at her dress. She had been surprised to discover that getting back into a corset and gown had been quite pleasing after days in her leathers. ‘Should we change?’
‘Not yet, dear. The other thing about Nairobi is that it tries so hard to be England. Formal attire will do quite well enough for the journey to the hotel. We will require our lighter clothing soon enough.’
Nairobi Grand Hotel, Nairobi.
The hotel was both very grand indeed and strangely shabby. The room Charles had secured for Kate was white: white oak furniture and white-painted walls. The decoration had, largely, been kept up well, but there were some signs of woodworm in the furniture and there was no electricity here so the gas lamps had left soot stains on the white paint.
Downstairs there was a large and well-appointed lounge which they had passed through on their way to their rooms. Much of it was dark wood and tall, wing-backed chairs, but a lot of the wooden panelling was obscured by the mounted heads of various animals, each with a small plaque beneath it saying who had shot it and when. The sight had left Kate feeling a little nauseous.
Now she stood on the balcony looking out at the town. She could not quite bring herself to describe it as a city. The only well-built buildings were the hotels and the structures assigned to colonial and Protectorate administration. Antonia had told them that the director of the railway lived in a very well-appointed, three-bedroom house… made of corrugated iron. There were no tarmacked roads anywhere in the town.
There was a knock on the door and then Antonia was entering. ‘Settled in without trouble? What do you think of glorious Nairobi?’ Continuing across the thick carpet, Antonia joined Kate on the balcony.
‘It’s… Well, I’d like to say “rather squalid,” but I feel that this is my experience and expectations speaking. I should not expect the luxury of London.’
‘One could say that part of the charm of a place like this is the roughness. One does not come to the plains of Africa to enjoy the luxuries of home. Indeed, a certain freedom is allowed those who come here which they might not enjoy elsewhere.’
‘Freedom to blow holes in the wildlife, it seems. Is your name on any of the heads downstairs?’
‘I have never viewed the indiscriminate slaughter of animals as a worthwhile pursuit. I have killed three lions and one elephant, all of them because I or one of my party was in danger. I’ve shot a man for the same reason and, in truth, his head I would have on my wall, but none of the beasts.’
‘I’m glad. To kill for sport seems wrong. Of course, some of my ancestry is of those beasts, so perhaps I am prejudiced.’
‘Perhaps, or sensible. I believe there will come a time when the old fools downstairs have killed everything worth killing. The bison in America have succumbed to such depredation. It’s only a matter of time here.’
‘That’s horrible.’
‘Natural selection, my dear, though I do not believe that Mister Darwin had this in mind when he coined that phrase. Mankind has “evolved” such methods of destruction that nothing can stand against him.’
‘And the Count wishes to make something even more destructive.’
‘Apparently he does. Let us hope that this will not be the weapon which makes us extinct.’
~~~
The night was not warm. Kate thought it might even be a little warmer in London at this time of year. However, she sat with Antonia wearing a light, off-the-shoulder gown, and Charles was in a lightweight suit, and they appreciatively ate their first vaguely decent meal in four days.
‘Have you any idea what we’re eating?’ Charles asked as he cut into the meat on his plate.
‘Beef,’ Antonia replied. ‘Probably. It’s usually best not to ask if you don’t know.’
‘Then I retract my question and divert the conversation. You are looking most fetching tonight, Mrs Wooster. Your gown is most becoming.’
‘Why thank you, Doctor Barstow-Hall, but I feel that Miss Felix is the greater beauty at the table.’
‘Thank you, Mrs Wooster,’ Kate said in return, ‘but I feel I must disagree. Your complexion is fresher and your hair looks stunning.’
‘Oh but, Miss Felix, I find your dusky skin exotic, your amber eyes alluring.’
‘Ah, Mrs Wooster, but–’
‘How long do you think you can keep this up for?’ Charles asked.
‘Oh, several hours at least,’ Antonia told him. ‘We have yet to progress to the details of lace and embroidery, or the delicacy of make-up application.’
‘Ah. What plan do we have for determining the location of our quarry’s lair?’
Antonia gave him a smile. ‘In the morning we shall talk to some of my contacts in the city. If there is anything unusual happening one of them will know. Some may be outside the city and then we will be required to await their return, but I feel sure the bright lights of Nairobi can keep us entertained for a few days.’
‘Indeed. I brought a number of books.’
‘That’s the spirit!’
28th August.
‘The primary local people are the Kikuyu,’ Antonia told them as they walked through the town. ‘That is the official name anyway. They call themselves the Agikuyu. In truth, they were poorly treated for two decades when the British moved in and it has only been since the Belgian scandal in the Congo that changes have been made here. There is still a degree of animosity and I cannot say I blame them.’
‘I recall reading something on the matter,’ Charles commented.
Antonia nodded. ‘It was in all the newspapers. We rounded on the Belgians and they accused us of hypocrisy. Their actions in the Congo were more genocidal, but we were acting in a high-handed manner for the benefit of settlers who were often making a poor show of things. New administration was put in, and that was around the time I first came to the region. Three months in the hottest part of the year mapping regions of the Rift Valley.’
‘It sounds… both exciting and boring,’ Kate said.
‘I suppose it was. I remember the excitement. We were newly married and this was my first expedition. I could shoot and draw maps. David had been given lead of the party because he could bring along a skilled cartographer. I was using my abilities for something real and it was like a second honeymoon.’ Her voice cracked a little on the last word.
‘My apologies, Mrs Wooster,’ Charles said. ‘This city must hold too many memories for you.’
‘No, they are good memories and we are here in a good cause. We will seek out Meja. Meja Saitoti. He is a guide we used frequently and he knows many people in the region. If there is something happening near here, Meja will know, or know where to find out.’
‘You said the Kikuyu were the primary local people,’ Kate said. ‘Does that mean there are others?’
‘A number, mostly in the region of Mount Kenya. There are also the Maasai who come from the south. There is some friction there since the two tribes are hereditary enemies and the British used to use Maasai warriors as enforcers. The Maasai are nomadic herdsmen. They believe that cattle are a gift given to them by their gods and therefore see nothing wrong in stealing animals from other races. So long as you are not herding cattle, however, they are generally non-violent. You’ll recognise the men in particular for their spears and red robes.’
‘What do the Kikuyu wear?’
Antonia’s lips twitched. ‘Well, the women frequently go bare-breasted.’ Charles gave a small cough. ‘I would not worry too much about telling the difference. If you are concerned that you may offend, ask and apologise for not knowing. I believe most of those you have to do that to will be so surprised at your politeness they will overlook your lack of knowledge.’
They had arrived in what Kate would have described as a slum were it not for her time in Whitechapel. The buildings were put together from bits of wood and corrugated iron. She doubted the roofs were entirely watertight, but they would keep the worst of the weather off. The smell was not much better than the London district, but it was better, likely the product of freer air flow than better sanitation.
They were getting some puzzled looks from the locals, apparently unused to white people entering their part of town. Everyone here seemed to have black skin. Kate knew that there were other races about; the British had brought Indian labourers in and there were Arab traders, but this area appeared to belong to the Kikuyu.
Antonia stopped beside a woman sitting in front of a hut and said something entirely indecipherable. The reply came with a pointed hand and they were off again. ‘Meja is still here. I was a little worried he might be out with game hunters.’
‘You speak the language?’ Kate asked.
‘It seemed polite to learn. I believe one should attempt to converse with others in their native tongue where one can. Many of the Kikuyu speak English, however. They embraced education quite enthusiastically. Indeed, their own language had no written form until missionaries began to write it down. I have hopes that the future will see novels written in Gikuyu, but only time will tell.’
Meja’s hut looked a little better appointed than some of the neighbouring ones. The roof seemed in good repair and the door had a pair of solid-looking hinges. Knocking produced a shout from within and then the opening of the door to reveal a tall man with close-cropped hair and quite a handsome face. Kate was a little disappointed that he was wearing Western clothing, jeans and a light shirt, but the body beneath looked strong.
Meja smiled. ‘Mrs David. I had not heard you were coming.’ He had a deep, resonant voice, pleasant on the ear to Kate’s mind.
‘Our trip was unannounced and on very short notice, Meja. May we come in? We have need of your counsel.’
‘Of course, if you do not mind sitting on blankets. I am never here long enough to buy chairs.’
‘I’m sure we can manage,’ Charles said. ‘We are the ones calling upon you.’
Meja gave him a glance and then stepped back to allow them into the little room. It was just the one room taking up all of the hut, but there were blankets laid out in the suggestion of a triangle, though the one against the back wall seemed to be a bed and Meja sat down upon it allowing the others to seat themselves.
‘Meja Saitoti, may I introduce Doctor Charles Barstow-Hall and his ward, Miss Katherine Felix, my travelling companions.’
‘A pleasure to meet you, but is Mister David not with you?’
Kate saw Antonia’s face shift a little; she had known the question was coming and been ready for it, but it still stung a little. ‘David went missing on an ocean voyage, Meja. He is, I am afraid, presumed dead.’
Meja’s eyes dipped away. ‘I am sorry to hear that, Mrs David. He was a good man.’
‘He was and I miss him. However, we are here on a matter of some importance. We need information, Meja, and I knew that you were the man to come to for help.’
‘Anything I can do, Mrs David. In honour of your husband as well as our friendship.’
‘Thank you, Meja. You know that the Germans have been conducting business of various kinds in the Congo, of course.’ He gave a nod. ‘We would like to hear of anything strange or unusual which has been heard of this, specifically concerning a colonel in their Army, Count von Auttenberg.’
‘This name I know. I have heard things about him which are not to his credit. He was sent to put down the Luba after the Belgians were kicked out. I do not know this region, but there are a few who are willing to take parties there or who trade copper from the mines. I will ask about and see whether anyone has heard anything.’
‘You are, as always, the most worthwhile of men to know, Meja,’ Antonia said, smiling.
Now he smiled back. ‘There will be a dance tonight, Mrs David. They say it will be a warm night and there will be music. Join us. Your friends are welcome too.’
‘I shall decline,’ Charles said quickly. ‘My dancing is, at best, awful.’
Both women knew that his dancing was, at worst, acceptable, but they were not going to force him into it. Antonia looked at Kate. ‘I… Well, I’ve no idea what to wear or what the local dances might be, but…’
‘Excellent!’ Meja said, beaming. ‘You will pick up the dance quickly. Do not worry.’
~~~
‘Charles is just worried he’ll be confronted by bare-breasted native women, is he not?’ Kate said as she walked beside Antonia back towards the slum that evening.
‘I should imagine so. Perhaps I laid it on a little too thick. In truth they wear the shuka, a robe-like garment tied at the shoulder, and beaded necklaces. Of course, tied cloth slips, but semi-nudity is generally reserved for children.’
‘And there was I thinking I might strip to the waist later.’
‘I am sure it would be appreciated, but unnecessary.’ They were both dressed in skirt and blouse. The day had been sultry and cloud had rolled in in the evening to keep in the heat; as Meja had said, it would be a warm night and retiring early a fruitless exercise. The dance had seemed an even better option than before.
They could hear music and see the glow of firelight even before they saw the people gathered around a bonfire in the centre of the sprawl of huts. Kate listened, a slight frown on her face as they continued on. ‘The music seems… odd.’
‘They use a pentatonic scale, while the majority of music you will have heard utilises a heptatonic scale. It is not uncommon, but will likely sound a little strange at first.’
‘Mrs David! You did come.’ It was Meja, of course, striding towards them and still in shirt and jeans. ‘I did not think the promise of a dance was something you could avoid.’
‘You know me too well, Meja,’ Antonia replied.
‘And what do I call your companion this evening?’
‘I’m Kate,’ Kate told him. ‘Just Kate.’
‘Then, Just Kate, welcome to the Agikuyu.’
There were, perhaps, fifty or sixty people sitting, standing, and dancing in the light from a fire made of scrap wood and a few branches from the forest to the north. They were a little wary of the white women at first, but Meja’s presence seemed to set people at their ease fairly quickly. There were older men there, dressed in shukas and doing their best to look quite regal while grinning a lot, but Meja seemed to command respect beyond his years.
‘He’s a successful businessman,’ Antonia explained when asked about it. ‘They have been businessmen since before the British came and they respect a man who can run a successful business. David and I assisted a little by brokering some investment deals for him in London, but he makes plenty of money from his guide work. He is a most sought-after man.’
Kate noted the various young women who seemed to be watching everything Meja did and listening intently to whatever he said. ‘I believe you are correct, but he does not appear so successful.’
‘One of the best ways to make money is to avoid spending it. He is no miser, but he invests where others spend.’
‘I see. An astute man, and quite becoming. I am surprised there is no wife beside him.’ Kate took a swig from her beer, still in the bottle. It was not a beverage she was used to, but it tasted well enough, and no one was drinking from a glass.
‘As he said, he’s rarely at home. He will settle down eventually I’m sure, but for now he feels he could not do a woman the service she deserves, and he has never met the right one. What do you think of the dancing?’
There seemed to be something of a mix of dancing. The men playing the instruments would switch to a more Western tune every once in a while and the dancers would suddenly slide into a waltz or somewhat haphazard tango. For the slower native melodies, there was a lot of swaying, stepping motions, while the faster songs tended to accompany some rather suggested hip movements which Kate was sure she could mimic. Her skirt might make them less visible, however.
‘Unusual, but I believe I understand the basic movements.’
‘Good. When we have finished our drinks we shall join them. I admit I need a little Dutch courage before I attempt it.’
‘I am sure it will be a most enjoyable experience.’
~~~
‘Your friend is something quite special.’
Antonia turned her head as Meja sat down beside her. Kate had been dancing more or less non-stop for the past hour and seemed like she had no intention of giving up. ‘She is indeed. Her stamina is quite extraordinary.’
‘It is. And her eyes are quite extraordinary as well.’
‘I’m so used to them I don’t really see them anymore.’
‘I have seen eyes like that before. Not the same, but like them. Last time you were in Kenya, yes? Her eyes are bright with intelligence and theirs were bright with pain and hunger, but there is something of the same there.’
‘This is not to be put abroad.’ She waited for his nod and then went on. ‘Her father experimented upon her in ways not unlike those others were changed. Whether by intent or accident, Kate retains far more of her humanity than those beastmen did though her wits can fail her when she becomes too upset.’
‘She does not appear to be too upset currently.’
Antonia grinned. ‘She does not.’ There was a tiny pause and then she looked at him, a quick glance. ‘I doubt she would notice if I were gone for a short while.’
He hesitated for a fraction of a second, but she heard it. ‘I am quite sure she would not.’
Without another word, Antonia rose to her feet and slipped away among the huts. Meja watched the dancing and waited for a minute or two before getting up himself and walking away, taking a slightly longer way through the ramshackle village to his own small home.
She was naked from the waist up when he opened the door and stepped inside, facing away from him as she folded her blouse to put aside. He watched as her skirt was slipped down her legs. She wore nothing beneath it and his breath caught at the sight of her pale skin, as it always had.
He stepped up behind her, arms encircling her waist. ‘You are quite sure you want this?’ His voice was soft. His hand, cupping her left breast as he spoke, was rough and drew a tiny moan from her throat. ‘After what has happened–’
‘After what has happened, sometimes I need this more than ever.’
‘Then we shall make it something to drive away the ghosts, my lioness.’
29th August.
‘Might I ask a personal question?’ Kate asked as they walked back to the Grand. It was past midnight, the clouds had cleared and the temperature was falling, though it remained quite comfortable.
‘Of course,’ Antonia replied.
‘How was Meja?’
The blonde woman’s cheeks coloured. ‘I… Well, I…’
‘You were both gone for perhaps half an hour and I could smell the sex when you re-joined the dancing. With renewed vigour I might add.’
‘I do not wish you thinking ill of me–’
‘Why would I do that? I am happy that you can find enjoyment in any manner. Have I not sat outside your room for Mister Thomas before now?’
‘Yes, but Meja… Meja is a black man.’
Kate looked towards her friend. ‘Yes, I had noticed that. He is quite handsome and seemed… well endowed, which was why I asked.’
Antonia shook her head. ‘Of course you think nothing of it. Would that more of the world saw things as you do, Kate. Suffice to say that such a liaison would be considered highly inappropriate were others to hear of it. Even here it is somewhat frowned upon, though the men seem more inclined to indulge their own desires than to accept that women may wish to try, um, dark meat.’
Kate giggled. ‘You said that there was more freedom here.’
‘I did, and the men are quite willing to use that freedom. David was happy to allow me to indulge my fantasies. Indeed, he would join… No, perhaps some of our private life should remain for us. Let us simply say that David knew of every other man I entertained, and approved of them. I would never go with someone without his approval.’
‘Did he have lovers?’
Antonia’s cheeks were reddening further, though she was trying to rally. ‘We would… share.’
They were not far from the hotel now. There were a few large buildings around them with lights on, but there were few people about with the lateness of the hour. Kate’s dark-adjusted eyes scanned about, seeing no one, and then she caught Antonia’s arm and pulled her into the shadows at the side of an overly ornate structure she had been told was some sort of hunters’ club.
‘What are you–’ Antonia began, stopping as she found herself in Kate’s arms, staring into her golden eyes.
‘More freedom here,’ Kate whispered. Her mouth covered Antonia’s. There was no resistance, just the interplay of lips and tongues.
~~~
Kate’s eyes opened as Antonia slipped from the bed. ‘I must return to my room. It’s almost dawn.’ She paused, sighed, and added, ‘No one must know. You do understand that?’
‘No,’ Kate replied, ‘but I accept that it must be so. You are my friend and nothing has changed between us. Has it?’
Now there was a smile. ‘No, my dear, it has not, though I am glad to hear you say it for some find the act transforms a relationship. I believe they may be right, for my wedding night was something of a transformative experience.’
‘And one day I hope I may meet someone who does that for me. For now we will continue as we have always done, as friends and confidantes.’
‘But not if I am seen leaving your room at this hour.’ Antonia grabbed her skirt and stepped into it. ‘Dear Kate, you are the most beautiful creature, both inside and out, that God in his wisdom has ever seen fit to put on this Earth. Let none tell you otherwise.’
‘I shall endeavour not to.’
~~~
The airfield where they had landed was right on the edge of town and consisted of an expanse of open ground, a couple of tin huts, and a mast which allowed the field personnel to communicate with incoming ships via radio. When Charles said that he would go out to get the ship refuelled, Kate decided that he should not be unescorted, so she would go with him while Antonia stayed at the hotel in case Meja found anything.
‘You do realise that it is generally the man escorting the lady?’ Charles asked as they walked. The hotel had offered to provide a carriage, but they had both decided a good walk would be pleasant.
‘I am aware, but I am taller, stronger, and faster than you.’
Charles laughed. ‘Please besmirch my manhood further.’
‘I cannot, however, fly an airship or tell anyone how an Unobtainium reactor works.’
‘You piloted the ship perfectly adequately while I took a rest.’
‘Because it was straight flying in calm weather. If anything had gone wrong… I might even have failed to notice it until it was a serious issue. What makes us effective as a team is that we each have our specialities. Mine are physical, yours are mental.’
‘Then I shall content myself with–’ He stopped as Kate held up her hand and, as she did so, he heard the rumble off to their left. As he looked, he beheld a pair of brown eyes watching him from the brush and then the lion who owned them as the animal got to his feet.
‘Keep still and remain behind me,’ Kate said, her voice low.
‘There have been cases of lions attacking the railway workers.’
‘Perhaps, but he is not hungry.’ She lowered herself down to one knee, bringing her head level with the beast’s, but the tension in her muscles was obvious. ‘We disturbed his nap.’
‘You’re sure he is not wondering about seconds?’ As if he understood what Charles had said, the lion rumbled, more of a snarl this time.
Kate answered him, a low, growling rumble that started in her chest and worked its way out through her throat, and the lion seemed to look at her with new eyes. ‘There is easier prey to find, is there not, my friend?’ With another growl, the lion turned and slipped away into the undergrowth.
‘And now we know why you are escorting me,’ Charles said after a few seconds when they were sure that the lion was gone and Kate had regained her feet.
‘He was young. You saw the pale mane? Antonia said they get darker as they age. Oftentimes they are ejected from their pride at two or three years and forced to roam as nomads.’
‘Indeed, but then the females do much of the hunting, as I recall. Perhaps he has heard that the female of the species is often deadlier than the male and chose not to test the veracity of the saying.’
Kate laughed. ‘In truth, had he attacked I know not who would have won. Apparently he was not sufficiently sure either to risk it. Come, let us proceed to the airfield and ensure that the ship is ready. I have enjoyed a pleasant evening and this morning has been good. I feel we may well receive important news today.’
~~~
‘The Kundelungu Plateau,’ Meja said. ‘It is part of the Katanga province, but not a part which has been explored. You must go across Lake Victoria and down to Lake Tanganyika. Near to the southern end you will see Lake Mweru to the west and the plateau lies beyond it.’
‘Can you tell us anything about it?’ Charles asked. They had gone out to the slum district after Meja had sent word that he had something, but not something he wished to share near other white men.
‘Rumours, but they are not rumours I like. Two hunting parties have gone missing in the area, one of them German. This Count von Auttenberg… His presence in the area is conjecture, but it is known that he vanished from Lubumbashi almost ten years ago, but his people still go there for supplies. They say huge airships have been seen in the sky near Lake Mweru, and people speak of foolish things in the jungle.’
‘Meja,’ Antonia said, ‘we have both seen “foolish” things which were not as foolish as they seemed.’
‘Monsters. Huge beasts which walk like men and breathe fire. They say the dead walk among the trees.’
‘Necromenschen,’ Kate said. ‘The Count has some means of raising men from the dead. Well, their bodies move. I’ve seen them.’
Meja shook his head. ‘Ngai save us. I will come with you to hunt for this man.’
‘No,’ Antonia replied. ‘You will stay here. We travel by air and you have given us good directions. You have business to attend to, and a long life to live. And if we do not return you must go to the people in the Protectorate building and tell them where we went and why, and tell them that they must send their biggest weapons to that place.’
Meja gave a grunt. ‘I know that look and will not argue, but you should know another thing which I have heard. They say the British are sending the Empress of the World to Mombasa and a contingent of men from there to take you back. There are people watching you. They may try to stop you if you try to leave.’
‘I noticed someone paying a lot of interest as you arranged for the fuelling of the airship,’ Kate said. ‘I thought nothing of it. I would imagine that airships are not especially common here.’
‘They are not,’ Meja agreed, ‘but that is likely one of your followers.’
‘Then we leave early,’ Antonia said, ‘and hope they do not follow. Meja, if they come to you asking where we have gone, tell them. I will not have you in trouble over this.’
‘Might they inform the Germans of our plan?’ Charles asked.
‘Relations across the border are not exactly friendly. If they do it will go to London, then to Berlin, and then out again, which may take days. We should be able to find the Count before anyone on that side is aware of us.’
‘Then I wish you luck,’ Meja said. ‘I think Ngai will smile upon this enterprise of yours, even though you are not Agikuyu.’
30th August.
‘Any sign of pursuit?’ Charles asked as he walked back into the gondola’s cockpit after starting up the generator which powered the two rear fans.
‘As yet, none,’ Antonia replied. She stood at one of the forward windows with binoculars watching for evidence that anyone had noticed them sneaking out of the hotel. ‘However, Kate has better eyes than I in the dark.’
Nodding, Charles wound a lever on the console several times and then pressed on a button. ‘Kate, do you see anything?’
There was a short pause and then Kate’s voice crackling over the telephone device from the top deck. ‘Nothing as yet. We may be noticed leaving, however. I see lights on in town.’
‘That cannot be helped. Come below. I mean to make all speed away from here as soon as we have gained some height.’
By the time Kate had negotiated the ladder from the top of the envelope and walked through to the cockpit, they were at three thousand feet, still climbing, and the airspeed indicator said they were travelling at two hundred miles per hour.
‘How fast can this thing go?’ Kate asked, peering over Charles’s shoulder.
‘She’s rated for five hundred miles per hour,’ Charles replied, ‘but that kind of speed is not especially recommended. Once we have the lake below us I shall be cutting back. We could easily reach our destination by early afternoon.’
‘No,’ Antonia said. ‘I believe our best course of action will be to camp in the region of Lake Tanganyika. We will overnight there and then proceed to the northern part of the plateau in the morning. We will have need of good light and we may well be required to move slowly to spot our destination.’
Charles gave a nod. ‘A leisurely cruise then. We can drop a drag tether and sit out the night over the lake. There should be less chance of us being disturbed and we have rations.’
Kate looked down at the leathers she was wearing; Antonia had put on trousers and a shirt to make their escape as well, given that there might have to be running. ‘I believe I will change. I suspect I will be wearing these clothes again soon, but something more civilised seems appropriate for a cruise.’
Antonia smiled at her and turned to follow. ‘I believe I will join you. We do want to look pretty for our handsome pilot.’
At the wheel, Charles pulled himself up straighter and lifted his chin, even if he was blushing.
~~~
‘It’s… enormous,’ Kate said. Around them the vast open water of Lake Victoria seemed to stretch out forever in all directions. They were back up on the observation deck now; Charles had dropped their speed considerably, but the wind of their passage still cut through her light blouse with ease.
‘Perhaps two hundred and fifty miles on the long axis,’ Antonia told her. ‘We would now be in German territory had we not taken the land from them a decade ago. From here we turn south and west. In a few hours we will reach another lake which does remain in German hands.’
‘Lake Tanganyika, where we will pause for the night. Is there danger of us being seen?’
‘Little danger. The lake is not a good place to be at night and we will be moving again by dawn.’
Kate gave a nod. ‘The vastness of this place still amazes me. I spent so long within the confines of my father’s house. For the most part in but one room. Rhidorroch seemed so open in comparison. I could walk for hours at a time without leaving the bounds of the estate. But here… I could walk for days and never see the end of it.’
‘This place, this Dark Continent of Africa, is… primal, so basic and harsh in its environment, so vital and, yes, vast. I believe that is what draws me here. One can become lost in the enormity of it. There is human history beyond the oldest of events in Britain. Mister Darwin believes that men began here in Africa.’
‘Truly?’
‘There are competing theories. A German biologist believes it was Asia, but the weight of evidence begins to favour Darwin. Of course, the religiously inclined have stated that must mean that Eden is somewhere here, waiting to be found. There are many tales of hidden kingdoms full of treasure or artefacts beyond our wildest dreams. I am content with the wild quality of this land.’
‘The freedom?’ Kate grinned at her friend and stepped closer, looping an arm around Antonia’s slim waist.
‘The freedom, yes. You are a bad, bad girl, but then… I believe that one of the creatures Cooper utilised in his experiments was a black panther and they hail from the environs of Mount Kenya. We may all have stemmed from here, but there is more of Africa in you than in others.’
Kate gave a giggle which became a low growl as her canines grazed lightly across the skin of Antonia’s neck. The older woman let out a soft moan which went almost unheard as the wind whipped it away.
‘I believe,’ Kate whispered, ‘that there is more than a little wild Africa in you, Antonia Wooster. Tonight, when we have retired to our cabin and the lights are out, I shall come to your bed and we shall see how wild you are.’
‘Kate…’ Antonia began to pull away, but Kate tightened her grip and there was no denying her greater strength.
‘I have a fear that this place may cost us dearly, Antonia. Before we venture on this last part of our journey I will not deny myself one last pleasure, and I would have you join me. But I would never force this upon you. If you truly do not wish it…’
Antonia lowered her face. ‘I wish it. I should not, but I do. For I have that same fear. I am not sure that we will all return from this expedition.’
31st August.
Lake Mweru was behind them and the rise of the Kundelungu Plateau just ahead. Trees covered the majority of the escarpment, but the topography below them was quite obvious, and there was no sign of any encampment visible.
‘Will we see it, even when we are close by?’ Kate asked as she peered across the landscape through binoculars.
‘We can but hope that we do,’ Antonia replied. ‘And before we are seen, for preference.’ She stood at the other side of the front window of the gondola, though she watched more ahead than to that side. ‘Take us along the ridge, Charles, as slowly as possible.’
Charles gave a nod, pulling back on the lever which controlled the engines and turning the ship until it was flying almost due south. ‘I rely on you, ladies, to inform me of dangers. There is something of a crosswind and I am obliged to pay more attention than I would like to maintaining our heading.’
After an hour, Kate took over at the wheel to allow Charles to rest for a while as the strain of keeping the airship going in the right direction was beginning to take a toll. As midday neared, however, the wind subsided and Charles took a few minutes to eat before assuming control again. With binoculars glued over their eyes, Antonia and Kate ate sandwiches, and the ship sailed on, ever southward.
‘Kate?’ Antonia said not long after, her tone curious. ‘Do you see the edge of the plateau ahead?’
Kate turned her binoculars forward. It was as if someone had taken a huge bite out of the rock. Rather than the relatively straight line the cliff had been following, perhaps a mile ahead of them there was a bowl cut into the side of it.
‘Strange,’ Kate said. ‘One might think some monster crunched into the rock. Or perhaps a giant struck it with some vast hammer.’
‘I see nothing out of the ordinary nearby. We should observe carefully as we pass by it.’
Kate nodded and was about to return her gaze to the plateau when something caught her eye. She frowned, not sure what had attracted her attention, and then she saw it, something moving, she thought, though straight at them and therefore difficult to see. ‘What is that?’ she asked, pointing towards the object.
There was a second of delay while Antonia located what Kate had seen and attempted to identify it. ‘I am not… Charles! Hard to port! It’s some form of projectile!’
Charles yanked the wheel to the left and the airship began to turn, but by then it was too late. The object, streaming a tail of white smoke, punched through the envelope and then the entire front of the airship was dissolving into flame.
‘The bulkhead should keep it from the other lifting bags,’ Charles shouted, ‘but we are losing altitude and if they fire another of those rockets we will be done for.’
‘Steer us away from the depression,’ Antonia ordered. ‘Kate, you’ll come with me and gather as much of our essentials as possible. We will be required to strike out on foot from here and I believe that we will be needing our weapons.’
‘Go quickly. I cannot keep us airborne for more than a few minutes.’
It did not take long to grab what they needed. Kate took the weapons: Antonia’s rifle and pistol, and her own rifle and sword. Antonia went for a few provisions and other supplies. Both of them had dressed in the expectation of action that morning, and it appeared that they were not to be disappointed. They were about to return to the cockpit when Charles came running into the mid-section compartments.
‘Grab onto something!’ he yelled, and then they were lurching forward and right as the gondola impacted with the trees.
 



The Man Who Would Be Kaiser
Luizi Compound, Kundelungu Plateau, Africa, 1st September 1920.
There were voices. Kate could not understand what they were saying, but she had learned the sound of German and that was what she was hearing. There were people near to her, on her right, speaking quietly in German. That did not seem like a good thing, but there were other problems which seemed worse.
From the feel of cotton against her skin, she was naked beneath a sheet. There was, however, a tightly fitted belt around her waist, and her wrists were secured in some form of padded cuff at roughly waist height. Her legs were separated; her ankles were perhaps a foot apart and also held firmly in place. Movement was a very limited option so she remained still, her eyes closed, and waited.
The voices moved away and she opened her eyes. She was in a room, the ceiling whitewashed and the walls of bare wood. Despite the basic construction, it still seemed to have the general feel of an infirmary, and the fact that Charles and Antonia occupied beds on either side of her tended to confirm the impression. Neither of them moved and they seemed to be unconscious. On the other hand, they were lying in hospital beds, which presumably meant they were alive. Kate remembered the crash, being thrown against a wall, and then nothing until waking up. She assumed her friends had been thrown around as she was, possibly worse. They could all have been badly hurt.
She was about to attempt to call out, as quietly as might be sufficient to rouse one of her sleeping compatriots, when she heard a movement and lifted her head. There was a guard stationed at the door and he had noticed her looking around. Now he stepped to the door, opened it and called out. ‘Herr Doktor, das Mädchen wach.’
A man appeared a second or two later, moderately tall and perhaps forty. There was no grey in his short, black hair, but his eyes looked weary, as though he had seen too much. He wore a white coat which implied that he was a doctor if the title had not.
‘You are with us once more,’ he said, managing a smile. ‘I am Doctor König. You suffered a mild concussion in the crash. Your companions have yet to awaken, but both are healthy. The Count was quite concerned that all three of you recover.’
‘Perhaps he should not have shot us down,’ Kate suggested.
‘There was no way of knowing who was aboard the airship until you were found in the wreckage. He was… disconcerted by the discovery and made it extremely clear that you were not to die of your injuries.’
Well, they had gone to some trouble to get their hands on her in London. Now that they had her, it would undoubtedly have been an annoyance to have her die on them, but Charles and Antonia…? ‘What does he want with us?’
‘I will take it from here, König.’ The voice came from behind him and a second later the trim shape of Nachtigall appeared along with four armed soldiers. ‘The Colonel will see her before she is taken to her cell.’
‘As you wish, Leutnant Edel,’ König replied, turning and walking away. His voice and posture suggested he disliked the woman. The wrinkling of his nose suggested he particularly disliked her smoking habit, but he made no attempt to stop her, and that was from fear.
‘I’ll need my clothes,’ Kate said as one of the soldiers reached for the sheet covering her.
‘We have made suitable arrangements,’ Nachtigall told her, grinning maliciously.
~~~
‘Do you like your new clothes, Fräulein?’ Von Auttenberg was not looking at her. His back was turned though she was unsure whether this was an act of defiance or contempt. ‘I had a winter coat in my wardrobe which is, obviously, redundant here. Russian sable. When I learned that you were to be joining us after all, I decided to sacrifice it to clothe you in a suitable manner.’
His idea of ‘suitable’ was apparently a black, fur loincloth, and nothing else. She imagined that he thought of her as a primitive, an animal, and this was the kind of thing primitive peoples wore. He turned now, smiling at her, but the smile faltered as he saw her standing there, back straight, with a blank look on her face more akin to curiosity than anything else. ‘It is comfortable,’ Kate said. She allowed herself a measure of contentment; he had expected embarrassment, or outrage, but she had spent her first five years without a stitch of clothing and felt neither. She would have liked to have torn his throat out there and then, purely for being the vindictive bully he was, but there were four soldiers and Nachtigall there, and they had bound her hands behind her back.
‘I am pleased that you are comfortable now. You will undoubtedly be less so in the near future. I have one man who is most anxious to make your acquaintance and another who wishes to be reunited with you. I am sure that both of them will be relishing the thought of applying knives and needles to your flesh.’
Out of the corner of her eye, Kate saw Nachtigall lick her lips. She was, it seemed, more of an overt sadist than her commanding officer. ‘What will become of my friends?’
‘You think of them as friends? I should imagine they view you as one would a particularly intelligent pet, but no matter. They will come to no harm if the good Doctor cooperates. I have need of him, and my scientists have need of you. The woman, however, has but a single purpose here and that is to die should either of you disappoint me. I believe you are aware of what I do with the dead? They make such excellent workers, even the women.’ Kate gave a nod; words seemed unnecessary. ‘Good. Take her to her cell. Let Drafenberg know that she is available.’
Nachtigall snapped off a salute and then pushed Kate towards the door. She seemed a little annoyed that her victim did not stumble. The soldiers were more concerned with the way Kate’s breasts bounced as she stabilised her footing and started in the direction she had been pushed. Aside from the bullying Nachtigall, how many women had these men seen in the last several months? It was both danger and opportunity, depending on how things continued. Von Auttenberg wished her alive, but unharmed? Did he have sufficient control over his troops? She suspected he did, and Kate was more worried about Antonia than herself anyway.
The compound they had been brought to was composed of a number of buildings, all of them surrounded by a fence and concealed beneath trees and camouflaged netting which had been strung between the branches. The structure where von Auttenberg had his office was the best constructed of them, and even that had the appearance of something which had been put up quickly and then improved with stucco and iron cladding for the roof. There was the infirmary block, several barracks buildings, another relatively well-built structure the purpose of which she could not discover, what looked like a mine entrance of some sort, and a small, squat, ugly building of corrugated iron to which she was directed.
The outer door opened into something which appeared more or less like an office, with a desk and chair, except that the rear half of it was a cell containing a rough bunk and isolated from the rest of the room by thick, iron bars. Kate expected to be put into that, but instead she was taken through a second door and into another room.
Here there was only a chair in front of the bars, and behind the bars was another chair, though one of peculiar design. The function of it was quite clear and Kate wondered whether it had been manufactured specifically for her or whether they had other difficult to contain subjects in mind. Built of very solid-looking wood, the odd piece of furniture had leather cuffs attached to the bottom of its front legs. There was a beam mounted at the top of the chair’s back and cuffs had been nailed to the ends of that such that the occupant’s arms would be stretched out in a crucifixion posture. At least she would be sitting down.
Kate did nothing to resist as her hands were untied and she was strapped into the seat. Now was not the time for resistance. There would be such a time, she was sure of it, but this was not it. She watched, unconcerned, as one of the soldiers sat down in the watchman’s chair while Nachtigall and the others left. The man, middle-aged and showing signs of a balding pate beneath his cap, glared at her and she stared back, golden eyes unblinking, until he looked away.
~~~
Von Auttenberg leaned back in his chair and put his feet on his desk. Charles was glaring at him, which was exactly what he wanted. Antonia was another matter. They had dressed her in uniform taken from a couple of men; the slacks were too large and had to be held up by a belt, while the blouse was too tight resulting in her not being able to button it properly. It gave her an impressive and highly inappropriate cleavage which she was resolutely failing to appear embarrassed about. Where did these women come from? English women were supposed to have the basic moral nature of nuns!
‘What have you done with Miss Felix?’ Charles snapped.
‘She is secure,’ the Count replied. ‘And healthy up to this point. She is required for analysis by my scientific personnel and will not be harmed. You are also required. I will be expecting you to assist my scientists–’
‘Over my dead body!’
‘No, Doctor Barstow-Hall. Not over your dead body. Mrs Wooster is not required for any purpose other than to ensure your compliance.’
‘If you hurt her–’
‘I will kill her, Doctor. I will do it without a second thought. Obviously I would then have no bargaining chip, though I should point out that those who die here suffer a continued existence which you would find most horrific and I could use that threat to maintain control. However, it is the manner of one’s death which really matters, is it not? I assure you that Mrs Wooster will be subjected to every manner of degradation, both painful and humiliating, which I and my subordinates can contrive prior to her demise. You will have several days to relent and save her from further harm, and I am quite sure you will do so. You are a gentleman, which makes you soft, useless, unwilling to take the actions necessary to achieve true greatness.’
Charles looked at the mad man behind the desk, not entirely believing what he was hearing but also quite sure that there would be no hesitation in torturing Antonia to death. He glanced at his companion. She appeared quite sanguine, but he had known her for some years now, had come to recognise expressions on her face which perhaps only her husband knew. Antonia Wooster was seething, but biding her time. She knew what Charles knew: if they were to escape and defeat von Auttenberg, they needed to know more and be in a better position to act. They needed to know where Kate was. They needed to know exactly what their captor had planned.
‘Very well. I’ll do as you say.’
‘Excellent!’ Von Auttenberg looked across the room to where Nachtigall was waiting, an ever-present cigarette burning away between her lips. ‘Take the woman to her cell and have the Doctor escorted to the laboratories. He is to speak to Gantheim.’
Charles frowned. ‘Andreas Gantheim? He went missing–’
‘Indeed, Doctor. I went to some effort to procure him. His work has borne considerable fruit, but you will help him perfect it. Take them away.’
They were separated almost as soon as they were out of the building. Antonia was pushed away by two guards and taken towards a corrugated iron structure on one side of the compound while Nachtigall and one guard escorted Charles to a large, fairly permanent-looking building which presumably housed the laboratories.
Within that there was a corridor with several interior doors off it. There were no internal windows so determining what went on behind the doors was impossible, save for the one Charles was shown to and pushed through. Within that room was a relatively well-appointed physical sciences laboratory and workshop. There were benches with chemistry apparatus atop them, several mechanical devices on benches or the floor, one of which looked somewhat like an Unobtainium reactor, though not a functioning one, several blackboards, and there was a man.
Andreas Gantheim looked like he had not slept properly in months. Charles recalled reading that he had been no more than thirty when he vanished, and that had been perhaps three years earlier, but this man looked older, greyer than one would have expected. His hair was entirely white and there were dark circles under his eyes. He stooped, standing before one of the boards with hunched shoulders, and he turned slowly at their entry.
‘Herr Gantheim,’ Nachtigall said, her voice cold with contempt, ‘you may know Herr Doktor Barstow-Hall. You will instruct him in your progress and he will help you to complete the device.’ Without another word, she turned on her heel and left. The door was locked behind her.
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ Gantheim said, his voice a hoarse whisper, ‘it is a pleasure to meet such a man as yourself, but…’
‘I think we both could have wished for better circumstances. I read some of your papers on atomic theory. They were most imaginative and quite brilliant. I need to know what von Auttenberg is forcing you to construct for him that I might counter it.’
Gantheim sighed. ‘There is no counter to this device, Doctor, no defence. The Count means to hold the world to ransom.’
‘How?!’
‘By bringing about its end if he does not get his way. A bomb, Doctor Barstow-Hall. A bomb beyond anything you could imagine. A device which harnesses the very force of the atom to unleash disaster upon us all.’
~~~
Antonia lay on the bunk in her cell watching the guard watch her. At least they had untied her arms and she could lie down comfortably. She had concluded after only five or so minutes that her main issue was going to be boredom. There was nothing to do aside from watch the guard. She was quite unlikely to notice anything particularly informative, and waiting for a chance to escape was likely to be tedious and fruitless. And then the outer door opened and two men walked in.
The first of them was a short, skinny rat of a man with a long nose and short, scruffy, black hair. He had the appearance of someone who washed irregularly, if at all. He was excited about something, speaking animatedly in German to someone behind him.
The second man through the door caused Antonia’s eyes to widen, though somehow she felt she should have been expecting to see him. She had seen him once before and would never forget his pale face with its pale, grey eyes and bald pate. He glanced at her, but seemed not to recognise her. Well, she had been one of many at his trial and had not taken the stand. Alfred Cooper seemed very lively for a man who had supposedly been decapitated.
The ratty man peered at Antonia for a few seconds, grinned maliciously, and then went through the inner door into the other side of the building. Cooper followed after him, looking unhappy, but also a little eager. It was a strange combination and Antonia could think of only one reason for it: he was about to see his daughter again.
~~~
Kate looked up as the two men walked into the room beyond the bars of her cell. Her eyes narrowed and, as the door closed behind the second of them, she said, ‘You appear remarkably healthy for a corpse, Father.’
It was the other man who replied, his accent quite thick. ‘Ve needed you isolated from your companions, Fräulein Kate. Und your father’s death was convenient in stopping the police searching vor him. Two birds vith one stone, as you British say.’
Kate peered at the man, though her nose was telling her more than her eyes. He stank, both of dirt and of various chemicals. Her father had smelled the same at times, when he became fixated on some problem and neglected his hygiene, but this man appeared to take it to extremes.
‘Might I know with whom I am conversing?’
‘Of course. You know your father, obviously, and I am Helmut Drafenberg. Ve share some interests. I have been attempting to do vat your father has achieved vith you. Zee fusion of man und beast, ja? You are a fine specimen. Very fine indeed. Vee must have blood samples. Perhaps ozer samples if these are insufficient.’ He waved at the guard. ‘Öffnen Sie die Tür. Wir haben nicht den ganzen Tag Zeit.’
The guard seemed keen to take his time, whether from reluctance to actually open the door or just to annoy Drafenberg, Kate could not tell. He freed his pistol before working the lock, so perhaps it was the former. With the door swung open, Drafenberg and her father entered, syringes were taken from a bag, and they advanced.
‘Your speech is much improved,’ Cooper said, his voice quiet and a little sullen.
‘I was taken in by people who bothered to educate me,’ Kate replied. ‘I learned quickly for the first few months.’
‘That stopped when you matured?’
‘Around the time of my first oestrus. Did you know I was going to begin craving sex every few weeks?’
‘No. It was a possibility, but much of your nature awaited discovery rather than being pre-planned.’
‘She appears oblivious to zee needles,’ Drafenberg commented.
‘I’ve had a lot of needles stuck into me in the last six years,’ Kate told him.
‘Zat is goot. Zer vill be many more.’
Kate turned her gaze on him. ‘There will not. You will die and there will be no more needles.’
‘Fräulein, you cannot hope to escape from zis place. The Count vill hunt you down, like an animal, und he vill not be so kind a second time. Ve will not be able to stop him from–’
‘The Count will die first,’ Kate stated and Drafenberg backed away from her.
‘I think ve have everything ve need for now. Come, Cooper, to work.’
Kate watched them go. Perhaps taunting the man, scaring him even, had not been the best of ideas, but she had very much wanted him to be worried. And she most certainly intended to keep her promise.
~~~
Charles shook his head. ‘I understand what you are trying to do, but such a device would require large amounts of two-five-seven to generate the kind of explosion von Auttenberg wants. He cannot have obtained such quantities.’
‘He can,’ Gantheim replied, ‘and this is also my doing. At least partially my doing. This camp is set upon an Unobtainium mine of great abundance, but almost everything here is two-six-zero. I have created a process which is able to convert that into its unstable isotope. Bombardment with helium nuclei at great velocity is required. I call it “atomic alchemy.” My prototype was what attracted von Auttenberg to me. I have paid greatly for my hubris.’
‘Hubris? It’s genius, man! I’d never even considered it. We could power the world with reactors using your process.’
‘But instead we face its destruction. Hubris, Doctor. I admit that I have since discovered that a variation of the technique can create a much more fabulous result. One which I was amazed to discover possible. Cooper, working alone, has created two-six-two in substantial amounts in this manner.’
Charles frowned. ‘Cooper? Alfred Cooper? He’s alive?’
‘He was a few hours ago. He works with Drafenberg, attempting to create creatures hybridised of man and animal. Drafenberg has been attempting the same for years with only very limited success. His experiments on corpses have proven more useful.’
‘The supposed death of Alfred Cooper is what set us on the road to this place, and here he is, alive and well, and continuing his work. That explains why they wished to capture Kate.’
Gantheim gave a nod. ‘Cooper was adamant that his work would take years to replicate without her. The Count is not a patient man. He wishes to have his invincible army of man-beasts now.’
‘He must be stopped, sir. We must put an end to this mad man’s machinations.’
‘It is impossible, Doctor. I have considered many options, but none have proven viable. This place is a prison staffed by professional soldiers and walking corpses. It is surrounded by thousands of miles of jungle and hostile plains. There is no way–’
‘There is always a way.’ Charles looked at the tired man, who seemed so sure that his situation was beyond hope and so wished that it was not. ‘Through the application of sufficient intellect, we will find that way. I need to understand everything which is happening here, the layout of the camp, and all you know of von Auttenberg’s plans. Once I have that, we can begin to formulate his destruction.’
2nd September.
Charles was on his way into the laboratory block with his escort when he spotted Drafenberg walking out along with another man he recognised. Not Cooper, whom he had yet to catch sight of, but someone far more unexpected.
‘Falk?’ Charles said, glaring at the man.
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ Falk acknowledged, his brow twitching in an attempt to stop a sneer forming.
‘You are supposed to be dead.’
‘Zer is a lot of zis about,’ Drafenberg drawled. ‘Herr Falk has been most invaluable for his knowledge of Unobtainium’s properties, and several of your discoveries.’
‘That explains how they knew about Vulcanium. How could you, man?’
‘Easily. The Count offered me my own laboratory, money, and as much Unobtainium as I needed. Neither you nor your grandfather had the vision to make full use of the Wonder Metal.’
‘You’re insane. He’s going to destroy the world.’
‘No, sir,’ Falk replied. ‘London. He’ll destroy London, and good riddance to it. After that the rest of the world will bow to his wishes. You could have created the device for the Empire, had you wished to, but you found Vulcanite difficult enough to bear. Now you will see the true power of Unobtainium, in the hands of those willing to use it to its fullest!’
Charles narrowed his eyes but said nothing, walking on past Drafenberg and Falk. He felt a need for alcohol, which was a rare event for him, but would have to make do with physics and planning for escape.
~~~
The cell block door opened and Drafenberg walked in, followed by a man Antonia did not recognise. Taller than the biochemist and more heavyset, but not much younger, the newcomer had the same sort of driven look as his compatriot, which did not bode well, especially when Drafenberg ordered the cell door opened.
There was an argument which ended with the soldier looking ashen and opening the bars. Antonia did not speak German, but it had similarities with both English and Afrikaans. Drafenberg had said something about an experiment. His words as he walked into the cell confirmed that.
‘You are most fortunate, Frau Wooster. You will be allowed to witness first hand zee results of my latest experiment.’
‘First hand?’ Antonia asked, pushing her back against the wall of the cell.
 ‘Ja. Very intimately.’ Drafenberg produced a large syringe filled with some sort of fluid from his pocket. ‘Hold her, Falk.’
Antonia lashed out, kicking Falk in the shin as he approached, but the only result of that was a snapped order from Drafenberg and the guard standing over her with his rifle aimed at her chest.
‘What are you doing to me?’ Antonia asked as Drafenberg pushed the needle into her neck and, slowly, squeezed the plunger down.
‘Zis formula is similar to zee necromensch solution. I have been trying to perfect it for living subjects.’
Antonia felt her skin go cold and her throat dried suddenly. ‘And what happened to your previous subjects?’ she croaked.
‘Pain, excruciating pain, und death.’ He stepped back and Falk pushed her onto the bed before backing away. ‘Except vor von, but he is now a simpleton. I am quite confident zat you vill survive.’
‘Oh.’ Pain shot through her neck and arm and she flinched.
‘I cannot say you vill not suffer zee same agony, however.’
A minute later, as Drafenberg and Falk left, Antonia was screaming.
~~~
Kate listened to the screaming coming through the wall and knew that it was Antonia. Even the guard shifted uncomfortably at the sound, but for Kate it was torture.
She was quite sure that her friend was not being tortured because there were no gaps in the shrieks of agony. They had done something to her, something which was causing her the kind of pain Kate herself had had to endure at certain points in her father’s experiments. That left Kate in a truly conflicted state.
While she had told her father she would kill him, she was still not sure she could do it. He was her father and she felt something for him, even if she was not entirely sure what that was. He had been the only other person she had seen for five years. He had mistreated her, abused her, experimented on her, but he had also cared for her. Cared for her as one would a pet rat, perhaps, but he had soothed her burns, bandaged her wounds, and even comforted her a little when she was very young and in pain. He had caused the pain, but…
But that was causing pain to her. Now he had, undoubtedly, caused pain to someone Kate loved. He had done something, or perhaps Drafenberg had, but those screams… Both of them were going to have to pay.
So far it appeared that there were three guards, working four-hour shifts in rotation. Two of them, including the one currently sitting on the other side of the bars, were older men who looked like they had seen action, probably too much of it under bad circumstances. Though the current man seemed unhappy with Antonia’s screaming, he was not reacting as much as Kate thought he should.
The third guard was another matter. He would likely have been squirming by now. Younger, and better looking, he seemed like a relatively new recruit. His rank insignia seemed to be less complicated, so Kate assumed he was of lower rank. Most importantly, he was starting to develop something of a relationship with his prisoner. It was a relationship based upon lust and staring through the bars at a half-naked, large-breasted girl who appeared more or less his age, but it was a relationship. He was going to be Kate’s ticket out of there.
But not while Antonia lay there wailing her lungs out. Kate’s plan was going to have to wait for that to stop. Which would probably not be too long, because no one could take that kind of pain for a long time. Kate knew from experience that she could not and she had her own pain to deal with; she had been without her pills for an entire day now and it was starting to tell. She knew that if they did not escape soon she was going to be of no use in that escape when it happened, assuming she was not dead.
~~~
‘What are you working on, Doctor?’ Falk asked as he entered the lab to find Gantheim working at a blackboard while Charles sat at a bench working on some sort of mechanical device.
‘This,’ Charles said, not looking around, ‘is a vaporous dispersal mechanism.’ He felt no desire to lie about the function of the device. It would do exactly what he said it would do, even if it would also achieve another end.
‘You are supposed to be working on the explosive–’
‘I understand Doctor Gantheim’s theories and the application of them. I have calculated the explosive potential of the bomb and agree with the theorised explosive force. Such a device would spread radioactive material across a wide area making the capitalisation of captured territory virtually impossible. However, the dispersal of Vulcanium at high pressure in vaporous form followed by a suitable detonation will produce similar effects without the disastrous fallout. I hope to persuade the Count that such a device would suit him better rather than a weapon which may well destroy the planet if utilised incorrectly.’
Falk was silent for a second or two. ‘You seem to have changed your tune, Doctor. You stated that the Count was a mad man who had to be stopped.’
‘I did, and still believe it true. However, he is a mad man with too much power for me to defeat. I am a rational man, as you well know. I can find no way to prevent von Auttenberg from coming to power, but I can, perhaps, prevent him from destroying civilisation entirely.’
‘He will not be satisfied with something–’
‘Approximately ten of these devices dropped by parachute in an achievable pattern should be sufficient to reduce any city to a smoking ruin within a matter of seconds. The explosive force is equivalent to several tens of thousands of tons of trinitrotoluene. Temperatures will reach some four to five thousand degrees. The resulting pressure wave will level anything which it impacts for several miles. But when the flames subside there will be nothing left but ashes, instead of radioactive, uninhabitable ashes. Even a mad man can see the benefits of that.’
‘My apologies, Doctor,’ Falk said, sounding almost as though he meant it. ‘I stated that you do not have the vision to use your abilities in the manner they should be used. Clearly you have far greater resolve than I thought.’
‘Sir, you have no idea what I am capable of with sufficient motivation.’ Tightening a screw, Charles turned, eyeing Falk through a single magnifying lens. ‘Pray that you never have to find out.’
~~~
The pain was coming less often and was not quite so extreme when it did, but Antonia lay on her bunk with her eyes jammed shut anyway. She was entirely unsure of how long she had been in agony, but it had been a long time and she could not understand why she had not passed out.
As it was, her head throbbed, her lungs ached, her throat felt raw, but it was the blinding quality of the light which kept her eyes shut. Even with them open she could barely see. At least it seemed that she had survived. Unless she was, in fact, dead and had yet to get used to the blinding light of Heaven. She thought not; Heaven would have better bedding.
Pain lanced through her skull again, wringing another shriek of pain from her tormented lungs. Except that her lungs did not seem so tormented now. As the pain died away, she realised that what was left was not uncomfortable.
She risked opening an eye. The light was coming from an oil lamp on the guard’s desk. The room had only a single, barred, window and there was barely any light coming through it. It had to be late evening which meant she had spent most of the day in pain. The light was still a little too bright, but she could see quite clearly. In fact, the dim lamp seemed to be providing more illumination than such a device normally did. Presumably some improvement on the design one of von Auttenberg’s people had created.
Antonia closed her eyes again. She would try to sleep. Perhaps some sleep would make her feel better.
~~~
Dinner was a surreal affair. Von Auttenberg entertained his scientists at a long table in his building as though it were an officer’s mess or a genteel dinner party. He wore full uniform and provided suitable evening dress for the men. Nachtigall attended, dressed in a corseted, off-the-shoulder gown in white silk and lace. She even managed to stop smoking for the duration of the meal though she lit up again as soon as the brandy was poured.
What had perplexed Charles throughout an evening which had felt forced and entirely strange was that Gantheim had not arrived for the start of the meal and had not appeared thereafter. Charles had sat next to Moorbridge, an inventor of mechanical devices who was a fellow captive, chatting about the man’s creations and wondering where his fellow physicist had got to.
Moorbridge was, at least, an interesting man. He was fascinated by the Mechman suits, though his own work was based more around automated devices. Charles had heard of him since he had been responsible for automating the telephone exchange in London using very clever, electrically driven, clockwork decision-making devices. The system had necessitated changes to the telephones, but it scaled far better than having hundreds of human operators, and it had been rolled out to other major cities. Moorbridge had not been there to witness his triumph, however, and no one had been able to discover where he had vanished to. Until now, anyway.
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ von Auttenberg called down the table as proceedings drew to a close, ‘Leutnant Edel will escort you back to your room. She has a matter to discuss with you.’
Nachtigall was rising from her seat and Charles followed suit. He made a short bow to von Auttenberg, who raised an eyebrow but bowed his head in return. Then he followed the woman as she glided serenely to the door. She was a beautiful and quite elegant woman, it had to be admitted, though the hand-rolled cigarette pressed between her lips marred the perfection. Charles could only wonder what she wanted to talk about.
As they exited the building into the rather warm night air, Charles offered her his arm. She took it without comment, but said, ‘We will take a short walk, Herr Doktor.’
‘As you wish, madam.’
She gave a soft laugh. ‘The English gentleman to the end?’
‘You dress as a lady. A considerable improvement over your usual choice of attire, I might add. Should I not treat you as a lady, under the circumstances?’ She seemed to be taking him towards the rear of the laboratory building, though he could not be quite sure yet.
‘Ah, but I am not a lady, Doctor. I am very much a woman, but not a lady. Karl enjoys my dressing in such frills and I am happy to comply.’
‘I see.’ Perhaps he was jumping to conclusions, but Charles concluded that she had a less formal relationship with her commanding officer than might be expected. And a rather more physical one. ‘I admit to being impressed with this facility. The mine, in particular, seems exceptionally developed.’
‘We had the advantage of prior occupation. Someone mined Unobtainium here long ago.’
Charles frowned. ‘The metal was unknown before my grandfather discovered it.’
‘Not, apparently, to the ancient Africans. Are you familiar with the legendary Kingdom of Kitara?’
‘I can’t say that I am.’ She seemed to be in a sharing mood and he was not going to stop her.
‘Supposedly this region was host to a lost kingdom. The rulers of the land were said to be almost gods. They did not die. They went to the Underworld, or some similar place. Their kingdom was a place of wonders. Apparently the legends have at least some basis in truth. We were able to clear out mines which were thousands of years old. We found machines deep beneath the ground which no longer function, but none of the scientists have been able to discover what they might have been used for.’
‘Fascinating,’ Charles said.
‘It is. For one such as you anyway. We understand that you have not only grasped Gantheim’s work, but have begun constructing an equally powerful weapon which you hope we will use instead.’
The sudden change of subject was a little jarring. They had rounded the laboratory and were walking towards a small, wooden hut which sat on its own a few yards away from the larger building. ‘That is correct.’
‘Karl asked me to tell you that we will hear your thoughts on this new device and wishes to assure you that what you are about to see has nothing to do with the potential redundancy of Gantheim’s “atomic” explosives.’
‘I’m sorry?’
Nachtigall came to a stop beside the hut and turned so that Charles was forced to turn as well. The ‘hut’ had only three walls. The far side, facing the mine, was open and Charles could see in. Gantheim was sitting on a rough, wooden bench in the hut, his wrists manacled to the low ceiling and his ankles chained out towards the corners. He was naked, covered in sweat, and embarrassingly erect. A leather strap was fixed across his mouth stopping him from making a sound, but his eyes pleaded with Charles for help.
As Charles started moving, there was a click. Nachtigall had produced a large, automatic pistol from somewhere within her dress and was pointing it at Charles. ‘We require you alive, Doctor, but a bullet in the knee is unlikely to be fatal and will cause pain along with lifelong disability.’
‘What are you doing to the man?!’
‘He is no longer useful, and has been delaying his work as much as possible. We have no leverage on him, you see. Now he serves as a lesson before he is, eventually, executed. The machine he sits in is one of Drafenberg’s side projects. The man is disgusting, depraved, and entirely without morals, but that has its uses and I particularly appreciate this device. A probe, metal at both ends with a ceramic spacer, is inserted into the subject. A pulsed electrical discharge is then passed through the probe. For men we use the anus such that it stimulates, quite effectively, the prostate gland and causes intense muscle contractions. I am sure you can imagine how it will be used on your Mrs Wooster when it is her turn.’
‘That’s… monstrous!’
‘It is painful, stimulating, and very humiliating. Used for long enough it causes death by exhaustion, but I will grow tired of his moaning in time and put him out of his misery. I assure you that he will be thankful by then. I have already planned several courses of action for Mrs Wooster and this is simply the first part of what she will be subjected to. So you will complete the atomic device and your new one. You will do this quickly. You have twenty-four hours to produce something useful, or you will spend the following twenty-four chained here, watching your friend’s naked body thrashing in this hut. Have I explained myself clearly, Herr Doktor Barstow-Hall?’
‘Yes, Leutnant Edel, you have,’ Charles replied in a hoarse whisper. ‘And you are right: you are no lady.’
Nachtigall laughed, waving her gun to indicate he should precede her from the horror show in the hut. ‘Thank you. I take that as a compliment.’
3rd September.
The young guard was late for his shift and received a reprimand from the man he was relieving. He placed his rifle down, leaning it against the wall of the room, and sank sullenly onto his chair, and then he looked over at Kate to find her looking back, her lips curled into a slight smile. He smiled back and then thought better of it and fixed his expression into a serious frown.
Kate lowered her eyes and then lifted them again and pouted, just a little. The young man, who was named Gruber as best she could tell, shifted a little in his seat, crossed his legs and folded his arms. Kate sat back in her restraints and waited.
She wanted a little time between the guard changes before she acted. It was night, probably soon after midnight, and there would be few guards about. Fewer still if she waited for the last guard to retire for some rest. Gruber looked rested; he had probably caught some sleep before coming to the cell block, which explained his tardiness.
Deciding enough time had passed, she gave a yawn and stretched, pulling herself away from the backrest to stretch her arms, which pushed her chest out towards Gruber. Sure enough, he was staring. She grinned at him, holding her stretched-out posture, and raised an eyebrow. His eyes widened. A twist of her torso made her breasts jiggle and he swallowed, hard. She stretched out further, as far as the cuffs around her wrists would allow and raised both eyebrows as though begging…
He was at the door. His hands shook a little as he worked the lock as quietly as he could. The door squeaked as he opened it and he stopped, tensing and listening for any indication that the man in the other room had heard anything. Relaxing after a few seconds, he slipped inside the cell, stopping a few feet from her.
‘Wir müssen sehr leise sein.’ She had no idea what he had said, but she nodded, pushing her breasts out towards him, her eyes pleading. He cupped one in each hand. His fingers bore calluses and felt rough against her skin, but she closed her eyes and sighed softly, pushing against his palms as he squeezed.
The idea that he might be stupid enough to untie her had occurred to her, but she thought it unlikely. He would need to be subdued another way. She pushed her hips forward and he looked down, swallowing again. His hand reached out towards the ties on her right hip and his head lowered as he did so, and Kate moved. Jerking forward, she twisted her head to the side and latched her fangs into his throat. He tried to jerk back, but her canines were wedged in tightly and he let out a muffled, strangled cry as she clamped down as hard as she could on his windpipe.
Antonia had told her that lions had formidable fangs, but they were not really used for tearing the flesh of their prey. Lions usually killed by getting a good grip on their target’s throat and strangling them to death. Kate was not a lion, but she was stronger than her prey, she had a good grip, a lot of motivation, and his flailing arms were having no effect. She tasted blood, felt warm liquid fall in drops onto her breasts. His struggles grew weaker and then stopped, but she held on until she could no longer feel his pulse against her lips. Only then did she let his corpse fall to the floor.
Pulling her wrists free of the cuffs was not easy, but also not a major problem. She could, in fact, have done it at any time, but not without her guard noticing. And once free she would still have been stuck behind bars. Gruber had opened the cell for her, and allowed himself to be taken prematurely off duty, and his keys included the ones to the padlocks at her ankles. Free for the first time in two days, she stretched, working the kinks out of her back, and then went out to the partition door.
There would be a guard there, but he would not be expecting her to come through the door. If she could catch him by surprise, she could take him out before the alarm was raised. She did not know what condition Antonia was in after her earlier treatment. It was possible that they would need to take things easy, get Antonia somewhere safe, and then find Charles.
Working the handle as quietly as she could, Kate flung open the door and darted into the room beyond. The guard turned, wondering what was going on, and saw a half-naked girl, covered in blood, leaping at him. His shock lasted long enough for her to wrap her arm around his throat and then it was simply a matter of time before his struggles stopped and a quick wrench snapped his neck, and Kate could look around.
Antonia remained lying on the bed, unmoving, which seemed odd. Then Kate noticed that her friend was not breathing. Panic filled Kate’s mind. She darted for the door and pulled at the bars ineffectually until she thought to get the keys from the guard. She rushed in and grabbed Antonia by the shoulders. The pale blonde looked even paler, almost ashen. Her skin felt cold and…
‘Why’re you covered in blood?’
Relief flooded through Kate like a tidal wave, but words were still hard to form into sentences. ‘Guard… Killed the guard.’
‘Oh… you beautiful creature. What’s wrong? You’re having one of your turns, aren’t you?’
‘Thought… you were dead.’
‘I’m not. At least… I’m moving, but the light is bright. Could you turn the lamp down?’
Kate turned and walked over to the desk where the oil lamp was burning. It did not seem especially bright to her, but she would do as Antonia asked… If she could remember how. It took her a second to remember the knob which dulled the flame and the room descended deeper into gloom.
‘Much better,’ Antonia said, clearly waking up properly. Kate turned to see her looking back, apparently able to see quite well in light which Kate thought was dim. ‘You’re looking… Well, you’re looking beautiful, if a little naked. But you’re looking at me as though there is something strange. I’m fine, Kate. Really. I feel… strong. I don’t know what they put into me, but it doesn’t seem to have had a lasting effect.’
The panic finally lifted and Kate took in a deep breath. ‘This light is dim, even for me, but you can see in it.’
‘Yes, I–’
‘I panicked because you were not breathing. You are still not breathing, except to speak. Your skin is cool.’
Antonia’s eyes widened and she clutched a hand to her chest. Then she slumped back against the wall and Kate rushed in, kneeling on the ground beside her legs. ‘My heart is not beating,’ Antonia said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘He gave me something from his necromensch experiments. He’s killed me, but I’m not… not dead.’
Kate reached out and took her hands, ignoring the coolness of her skin. ‘Do you feel dead?’
‘Well, no, but–’
Kate’s lips twitched. ‘Does the sight of me in nothing but a fur skirt excite you?’
Antonia bit her lips to stop herself giggling. ‘The blood is a little off-putting, but overall the effect is quite stimulating, now that you mention it.’
‘Then you are far from dead, Antonia. We must keep it that way. We must find Sharles and escape this place.’
‘Indeed, but I believe we also have some other business to conduct regarding your father and his colleague.’
‘Oh… I was not neglecting that aspect of the plan. You may trust me on this.’
~~~
Charles lay in his bunk in the darkness, failing to sleep. It was too warm, which was not helping, but he could not stop his mind working over his plans, or seeing Gantheim sitting in the hut, his body straining as the electric current pulsed through it.
There were five of the vapour dispersal devices ready. Four were loaded with Vulcanium with a small Vulcanite charge at the base to detonate. The last was different and Charles was hoping that using it would give him the chance to utilise the other four.
The idea for the mechanism had presented itself almost as soon as Gantheim had showed him another of von Auttenberg’s weapons, the creation of a previous physicist who had been executed while trying to escape. It was a form of flamethrower, but of an exceptionally advanced type. Capacitors utilising an Unobtainium electrode allowed for the creation of a brief but extremely powerful electrical discharge sufficient to render an amount of hydrogen into radiant matter, a form of matter which Crookes and Thomson had identified. The weapon utilised this to launch a stream of super-heated ‘flame,’ but Charles had determined that it could vaporise the Vulcanium sufficiently to allow dispersal and provide the pressure needed to push it from the top of the device. It was all very clever, and probably could be used as a deployable weapon given time for development, but in its current form it required deft placement to maximise its destructive potential.
What that meant was that Charles had a means to wipe the base off the face of the Earth, but he needed uninterrupted time to set it in place. Even with his distraction, he doubted that he would get that time.
There was a click from across the fairly small room and the door opened. The light in the corridor outside was dimmed for night, but he could make out two figures entering and closing the door behind them. He stiffened as he lost them in the near-total darkness. He could just about make out a figure standing over him, another moving somewhere off to the right where there was a small desk. He stiffened awaiting the blow…
‘Why Charles,’ Antonia’s voice said from above him, ‘I had no idea you had such a manly physique.’
Realising he had pushed the sheets off his body in an effort to cool down, he grabbed at them, pulling them up to his waist. ‘M-Mrs Wooster?’
‘I think, under the circumstances, we can dispense with the formalities. I’m dead and you are naked.’
‘I beg your pardon?!’
‘That ratty little biochemist–’
‘Drafenberg,’ Charles growled the name.
‘That would be him. He injected me with something. I appear to be dead, but I also appear to be still alive and I retain my capacity for rational thought.’ Behind her, the oil lamp was lit, not at all brightly, but she still narrowed her eyes. ‘I seem to be able to see in exceptionally dim light, but this has unfortunately resulted in my being effectively blind in brighter light.’
Kate appeared beside her and Charles was hit with the full impact of Antonia’s cleavage and his ward dressed in a loincloth with her black hair loose around her shoulders. He clutched his sheets a little tighter. ‘Kate? What on Earth are you wearing?’
‘I think I’m rather getting to like it,’ Kate replied, grinning. ‘This was von Auttenberg’s idea of a suitable garment for me. I’m an animal, or a primitive. It is Russian sable.’
‘Only the best cavewoman clothing,’ Antonia commented. ‘We do not have time for this, however. We need to escape this place, preferably after ensuring that it is destroyed.’
‘The last part I have in hand,’ Charles replied, ‘if I can obtain and place my devices. Escape may be more of an issue, but I’m told that there are dirigibles moored nearby. We may be able to commandeer one, especially if we can get Moorbridge’s help. If Gantheim is still alive, I should like to get him out too.’
‘Gantheim?’
‘A physicist. He was placed in some diabolical machine in a hut behind the laboratory building and–’
‘It appears that he died of a heart attack,’ Antonia said softly. ‘We thought him alive at first since his body was still moving…’
Charles gritted his teeth. ‘The machine applied electrical current to certain… sensitive areas of the body which likely maintained some illusion of life even after his heart gave out. Drafenberg invented it, but Edel seemed infatuated with its use. You were to be its next victim were I to fail to satisfy their requirements.’
‘I… see.’
‘Given our new circumstances, I feel that I can do so, however. The manner of proof will not be satisfactory, but the Count will discover that allowing a physicist access to a fully stocked laboratory and workshop while threatening his friends is not a wise choice.’
Antonia smiled. ‘Please, Charles, explain your plan.’
~~~
Getting into the laboratory building was not as complex a matter as Charles had expected. They simply let Kate loose on the two guards standing outside the door. One died almost instantly as a knife was driven into his throat while the second was stunned with a blow to the head and then strangled. The efficiency and viciousness with which she dispatched the men was a little alarming, but Charles could not fault the results.
‘They gave me some of your equipment,’ Moorbridge said as they made their way down the main corridor. ‘I was supposed to analyse a sword to determine whether it had any special properties.’
‘My sword?’ Kate asked. ‘Curved blade?’
‘That was it.’
‘That will be most useful.’ The sight of a woman dressed in nought but a fur loincloth speaking delicate English after murdering two men was also a little disconcerting, but they had no time to find her more appropriate clothing. Moorbridge was trying not to look too long at either of the women, in fact. He seemed rather more abashed by their state of disarray than Charles was.
‘Very well,’ Charles said. ‘I shall go with Mrs Wooster to get the vapour dispersers. Kate, you can reacquire our equipment with Mister Moorbridge.’
Looking a little reluctant, Moorbridge led Kate to his lab, unlocked the door and handed the keys on to Charles. The room looked like a cross between a metalwork laboratory and a clock factory. Copper and brass rods and gears littered every available space except for an area to the rear which had a forge-like arrangement of cinder blocks in which charcoal still glowed a dull red.
‘Here,’ Moorbridge said, opening a cupboard.
Grinning brightly, Kate took out her sword and looped its cord through her ‘belt’ before checking the remainder of the objects. David Wooster’s ornate rifle was there along with a few shells for it. She hooked it over her shoulder though it would likely be of little use. Charles’s Webley was also there and she took that. It was loaded, but she could see no more ammunition. Well, they had the rifles the guards were carrying if they needed firearms, and if they needed firearms they would be in more trouble than something a few bullets might fix.
She did not see her pills anywhere, but then they would likely not have given those to Moorbridge. And there were no clothes, likely for the same reason.
‘All right, that’s everything of immediate use. We should meet with Sharles and Antonia.’
Moorbridge looped the strap of a toolkit satchel over his shoulder and gave a nod, doing his absolute best to keep his eyes on Kate’s face. She had to stop herself grinning. ‘Sir, as I am sure you have been informed, I was created by my father, Alfred Cooper, and kept for his experimentation for five years.’
‘I was aware, yes.’
‘In all that time, the only thing I wore was a collar, and occasionally further restraints. I have grown accustomed to wearing clothes and would not wish to appear dressed thusly on a street in Mayfair, but I am not uncomfortable with this mode of apparel. Indeed, I am partially covered, which is more than I once was. If I can survive the indignity, you can assuredly survive looking at me, given the urgency of our circumstances.’
The mechanic managed a weak smile. ‘I am… unused to such displays of the female form.’
‘As is Sharles, but he copes. If it helps, I believe he tries to conduct himself in the detached manner he employs when performing his science. Perhaps you could think of me simply as a complex machine which is assisting you through this trial.’
‘Madam, I assure you that the day I manage to create a machine which matches you in the slightest way, I shall have achieved perfection in my art. However, I shall attempt to affect a more detached demeanour to save my own blushes if nothing else.’
They found Charles and Antonia walking down the corridor carrying five copper canisters between them. Each of the tins was about ten inches in length and six across, and had a small winder on the side and a vaguely domed top with five holes drilled into it. They looked heavy and Antonia was carrying three to Charles’s two.
‘I am, apparently, stronger than I was,’ Antonia said, smiling rather proudly.
‘Perhaps you’ll be able to make use of this then,’ Kate replied, patting the barrels on her rifle.
‘I’m glad that survived. How many shells do we have?’
‘Uh… six, but if we need to use one we will be in difficulty.’
‘True. Be a dear and put the ammunition in my pockets. I’ll take the gun off you when we have distributed Charles’s devices.’
‘What time is it?’ Kate asked.
Moorbridge retrieved a pocket watch from his waistcoat and flipped it open. ‘Almost three-fifteen.’
‘The guards change at four. We must be ready in thirty minutes if we are to avoid them seeing their fallen comrades.’
‘Then we should make haste,’ Charles said. He held up one of his canisters. ‘This one must be placed in the mouth of the mine and set to trigger first. I allowed for some variance in the timers. I believe some thirty minutes should be sufficient to make our escape. We will detonate the final explosion at four-thirty.’
‘What does the fifth canister do?’ Moorbridge asked.
‘It provides us with the distraction required. It should be most effective.’
~~~
Urgent knocking roused von Auttenberg from his slumber and he pulled himself upright in his bed. ‘Come!’
A lieutenant whose name the Count could not immediately bring to mind burst in looking flustered. As he did so, he saw Nachtigall sitting up beside von Auttenberg, the sheets falling away from her breasts as she reached for a cigarette. The lieutenant looked sharply up at the ceiling.
‘What is it, Lieutenant?!’
‘There is smoke pouring out of the mine, sir. The two female prisoners, Barstow-Hall, and Moorbridge are missing. There are several men dead…’
‘Get men to the mine, as many as possible, but I want the prisoners found. Do you understand? Find them!’
The door slammed behind the poor messenger as he bolted off to comply with his orders. ‘Do you wish him made an example of?’ Nachtigall asked, her tone bland.
‘If they are not recaptured you will have him, Maria. Put on your clothes, it is time to go to work.’
‘They have run to the mine? That seems… short-sighted.’
‘Quite. We will take the hunt elsewhere.’
~~~
‘The smoke device seems to be working,’ Moorbridge commented as they hid just inside the perimeter fence and watched guards running for the rear of the compound.
‘Of course,’ Antonia replied, ‘Charles built it. I believe we should make a break for it.’
‘In a second,’ Kate said. ‘The guards at the gate remain in place. I will deal with them.’ She unsheathed her sword and slipped out of cover, moving quickly through the dim light.
There was moon enough for her to see quite clearly, but she doubted the same was true of the guards. Still, she needed to be quiet about this and she padded silently around to the nearest man, keeping low and then rising in a sweeping spring which drove her sword tip in through the right side of his abdomen and out through his left shoulder. His companion heard the sound of metal cutting bone and turned, seeing little but a dark shadow before Kate turned and ran her blade through his throat. His eyes widened, his body shook and twitched on the end of Kate’s sword, and then she pulled it free and he fell.
The others were with her a second later, apparently having anticipated her swift dispatch of the guards. ‘We should move,’ Antonia said. ‘The smoke has fooled the soldiers, but I am not so sure about the Count and his lieutenant.’ As if in answer, there was the whistle of a bullet passing her head followed by the sound of the shot. ‘The woman! Go! I’ll deal with this and catch up.’
‘Move!’ Kate hissed, almost pushing the two men towards the gate.
‘But,’ Moorbridge began, ‘we are the men–’
‘Trust me, Moorbridge,’ Charles told him as he picked up the pace, ‘our female companions are far the more capable under these circumstances.’
Antonia dropped to one knee and calmly snapped open her rifle as another shot whistled past, this time at chest height. A single round went into the right barrel and the breech was closed, and then she raised the weapon to her shoulder, taking aim. The darkness was throwing Nachtigall’s aim off; bullets sailed past Antonia in the night, each one marking her position. Antonia counted five and then there was the pause as the woman firing had to stop to reload. Kate saw the rifle swinging back up to her opponent’s shoulder, but she fired first.
Then the huntress turned, rising to her feet and starting off after the others. A hundred yards behind her, her chest a shattered ruin, the woman known as Nachtigall fell to the dirt.
~~~
‘Stop!’ Kate snapped and the two men halted on the track. ‘There’s something–’
The something stepped out of the undergrowth, lumbering slowly but with purpose. Easily six inches taller than Kate, he was human, more or less, though his face was a twisted, grey parody of a human’s face and his body was a grotesque mass of muscle.
‘What is that?’ Charles said, stepping back from the man.
‘They call him Franz,’ Moorbridge said. ‘One of Drafenberg’s earliest experiments with the necromensch formula.’
‘He’s mine,’ Kate said. ‘Get to the airship and get it going. I’ll be there with Antonia soon.’
‘The largest of them!’ Moorbridge called out as he took as wide a path as he could around Franz.
The huge man seemed happy with the arrangement, doing nothing to stop the two men. Instead, he managed a lopsided grin as he swung a huge gun from across his back. It still had a bipod attached to it and the belt feed was a little twisted, but Kate imagined that it would not be good for her if he actually got a shot off. She took three steps closer as he straightened the ammunition and swung her sword as he raised the gun to fire. He blinked as the gun dropped away from his unfeeling hand and Kate yanked the blade free of the bone it had half-severed.
Roaring, he swung at her head with one, meaty fist, hitting nothing but air. She slid around his arm and drove her blade into his chest. He staggered back and she paused, regaining her centre and lifting her sword up above her head, the tip pointed towards Franz’s face.
‘I do not wish to continue hurting you,’ she said. ‘Step aside.’
Either he did not understand her, or he was just too stupid to realise that he had lost. He charged at her, his good arm rising to strike. Kate moved at the same time, her blade swinging, an arc of silver in the moonlight. Franz’s head lifted from his shoulders, hitting the ground just after his body.
‘I see you found someone to play with too,’ Antonia said as she ran up.
‘It seemed rather like killing an animal,’ Kate replied. ‘He was too stupid to realise he was done for.’
‘Men can be like that. We had best catch up to ours. Who knows what kind of trouble they will have got into without us?’
~~~
‘Why are we taking the largest?’ Charles asked as they climbed the steps up to the gondola of what he could only describe as an airborne battleship. It was actually clad in metal which looked a lot like adamantium, which suggested a large mass. It was sculpted into a shape not unlike some sort of large, predatory fish, and the tail was enlarged with some form of venting which Charles did not recognise.
‘I had a hand in its design,’ Moorbridge replied. ‘It has a greater degree of automation than is typical, and the navigational computer is second to none for its size. We will be a trifle undermanned, but we should be able to operate it better than the smaller ones, and it is fast and durable. Since we do not know exactly how big your explosion will be, I determined that being far away, in an armoured vessel, might be advisable.’
‘Sound thinking. I must say I’m surprised that the ladies have not caught us up.’
‘Miss Felix had Franz to deal with.’
‘Not a great inconvenience.’
‘And we ran all the way, as my aching lungs will attest.’
‘Kate has remarkable speed on foot. However, she may have waited for Antonia… Ah, there they are, sauntering along as though they had no cares in the world.’
Which was actually untrue; they were walking, but at as fast a pace as possible, and checking behind them as they went. No one seemed to be following, but there was still the possibility.
‘That is what we are leaving in?!’ Antonia exclaimed, looking up at the vast bulk of the air-dreadnought.
‘Well, if you have to steal an airship, you might as well make it a huge, armoured one… with enormous guns.’
‘I suppose so. I hope it has rooms with curtains. When it gets light, I’m going to need somewhere dark to hide.’
‘And I will likely need somewhere to lie down soon.’
‘Are you injured?’
‘I haven’t had my pills since we crashed. Don’t tell Charles. He’ll worry and there’s nothing we can do. If we can find a reactor… Well, there’s no helping it otherwise.’
‘I… shall not mention for now, but you will not be able to keep it secret for long.’
‘I know. When we’re safely out of here and on our way, I can afford to be weak.’ She took the steps of the walkway two at a time as though she wished to emphasise the point.
The cockpit had four flight positions, two of them equipped with wheels. Another, equipped with a lot of gauges, was presumably something to do with monitoring the engines. Kate was entirely unsure what the last one was. Moorbridge was working at the engineering console while Charles had assumed one of the pilot seats.
‘Engines are at power,’ Moorbridge said. ‘Jettisoning the cables… and the docking locks are free.’
Charles pulled back on a lever beside his chair and the ship began to rise away from the ground. ‘She’s a little sluggish.’
‘She masses around a thousand tons, sir. Wait until you feel the main engines power up.’ Moorbridge glanced at Antonia and Kate. ‘When he does bring them up to power, you may wish to be holding onto something.’
‘That will not be necessary, Mister Moorbridge.’ The voice came from the rear of the cockpit and everyone except Charles turned to look. Charles knew who it was and he was concerned with flying the ship. ‘You will return us to the ground, Doctor Barstow-Hall,’ von Auttenberg said.
‘I will not. In approximately seven minutes, your entire complex will have an average temperature of two thousand degrees with several atmospheres of pressure. There is insufficient time to switch the devices off. You can shoot me if you wish, but going back is suicide.’
Von Auttenberg looked down at the Luger in his hand. The conflict on his face was obvious, but short-lived. He looked up again. Kate could see the decision being made and her body tensed as she prepared to spring, to put herself between the German and Charles. The explosion was loud in the confines of the cockpit.
‘Antonia!’ Kate screamed as the blonde doubled over, staggering back a foot or so.
Charles slammed one of the sticks at his seat forward hard and the entire ship lurched forward. Von Auttenberg staggered back through the door to the rear compartments. His wrist hit the doorframe on the way through and the gun fell from his hand. Kate, still on her feet, was after him before the others could figure out what was happening.
‘Antonia?!’ Charles half yelled.
‘I appear to be all right,’ Antonia said, straightening up and beginning to unbutton her shirt. ‘I mean… I’ve been shot in the stomach, but there is no pain.’ She pulled open her shirt and Moorbridge made a strangling noise and looked away though whether that was from the sight of bare breasts or the hole just above and to the right of her navel was an open question. ‘It went through, and it’s not even bleeding. I assume this is Drafenberg’s work. What happened to von Auttenberg?’
‘Miss Felix went after him,’ Moorbridge replied.
‘I’d better go after her.’
‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Charles snapped. ‘We don’t know how that wound will affect you and Kate is quite capable of taking care of herself.’
Antonia opened her mouth to speak and then thought better of what she was about to say. ‘Of course,’ she said.
~~~
Von Auttenberg was moving quickly and Kate did not know the layout of the ship, but she could smell him. His wrist had been cut on the metal doorframe and the scent of blood was clear to her as she tracked him through to a flight of stairs leading up into the huge space above the gondola which appeared to house both the central gas bags and what appeared to be blocks of bunkrooms for the crew. In passing, she wondered whether there were multiple blocks and so she would have the opportunity of some time with Antonia before…
The Count stepped around a machine of some sort, a sabre in one hand, and went straight in for the attack. Kate missed the parry, but she flipped backwards, clearing the swing and stepped away from him.
‘You are very nimble, Fräulein,’ Von Auttenberg said, humour in his voice now. ‘I would congratulate Cooper, but he will be dead in a few minutes. How does that make you feel?’
‘Ambivalent,’ she replied and he raised an eyebrow. He was moving as he spoke, circling around her in an attempt to flank her, or at least catch her off-guard when he delivered his next attack. She centred herself and answered his unasked query. ‘He is my father. He tortured me, experimented upon me, but he remains the man who sired me, even if Sharles has been more of a father to me than he ever was. His death brings me no pleasure, and yet I will shed no tears for him.’
‘The beastmen Drafenberg created, and those produced by that fool the Woosters brought an end to, were little more than animals. Bestial at best. You are clearly more human than any of them.’
‘Thank you. You still saw fit to have me dressed as a savage.’
‘And you will die as one.’ He moved, his sword rising to bring its edge down on the joint of shoulder and neck. Kate drove her blade forward, punching through his tunic into his chest. The shock registered on his face as his blade slipped past her back. He backed away, stumbling. She could hear the wound sucking and the smell of blood was strong now.
‘I think, perhaps, not.’
He turned and started down the room. He was slowed now, his wound telling on him, but he was still moving. Kate walked after him and, after a few seconds, he stopped and turned again. ‘I cannot outrun you now. I will have the satisfaction of knowing that I do not die alone. I was unsure of my chances of taking you all alone and I always plan to win. There is a bomb in the engine room. Had you turned around I could have disabled it in time, but…’ Kate narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Perhaps if you run you could reach it before it goes off, but that would mean letting me live.’
‘I do not think so.’ She moved, seeing his eyes widen at the speed of the attack. His sabre caught her blade, dashing it aside, and she whirled around, striking again almost immediately. Blood sprayed out across the nearby wall as the hardened edge sliced through his throat.
She did not bother to wait for him to fall, instead running for the rear of the ship where she assumed the engine room was. That had to be how the Count had got aboard: in through the engine room somehow and then through the ship to the cockpit. He had left something there when he entered. Now she just had to find it.
~~~
‘Kate is taking too long,’ Antonia stated flatly. ‘I am going to look for her whether you like it or not.’
‘I would prefer that you remained in your seat,’ Charles replied, ‘but since I cannot stop you, take my Webley.’ He pulled the heavy revolver from his pocket and held it out to her. ‘I know you dislike Lugers.’
Antonia took the gun. ‘I do, too prone to jamming and I prefer a heavier round. Now if he had used a Mauser I might be in more discomfort.’
Charles managed a laugh. ‘Be aware, the bombs will detonate in around five minutes, and there may be a shockwave.’
‘Understood.’ She set off at a walking pace, because she thought it likely that Charles would shout at her if she ran. In truth, the wound felt nothing. She knew it should hurt. There should have been shock. There was nothing. That more than anything told her that something had changed. She did not seem to need to breathe, and she was not hungry even after almost a day without food. She was thirsty and would have to do something about that soon. The thought crossed her mind that it would be good if water was all that was required. With her dislike of bright lights, she was a little worried that she might start craving blood.
If that were the case, she had plenty to drink. She found the Count lying in a pool of it amidst what appeared to be crew dormitories. There was a stab wound in his chest and his throat had been sliced open, but she checked for a pulse anyway.
There was no sign of Kate, however, so Antonia continued walking towards the rear of the airship. If von Auttenberg was dead, why had Kate continued onward? Had the Count brought additional men with him? If he had, surely he would have brought them to the cockpit. No, it seemed more likely that he and his sniper lieutenant had gone out hunting for them while his troops dealt with the ‘fire’ in the mine. He had seemed the overconfident type. So where was Kate?
Kate was in a broad room on two decks at the rear of the ship, staggering towards a hatch with a large, cylindrical device which had fins attached to it.
‘Kate?’
‘Uh… You don’t know how to disarm a bomb, do you? In twenty seconds?’
‘I do not, and Charles could not get here in time.’
‘Then do you think you could get the hatch? Von Auttenberg left us a present in case he was unable to stop us taking his ship.’
Antonia rushed to the hatch. ‘I noted that he did, indeed, fail.’
‘Well, not if this thing goes off before I can get it out.’ She was almost there. The Count had lied about the location. She had found the bomb, presumably part of the armoury for the airship, propped against a wall just outside the engine room. It had taken her several minutes to carry it to the hatch, which was at the very back.
Antonia pulled open the hatch, and Kate took two more steps and then let go. The bomb slipped through the hole and Antonia slammed the hatch shut again. There was a second or two of pause and then a shudder ran through the ship. Almost immediately, one of the engines started making an odd whining sound.
‘Oh,’ Antonia said, ‘that does not sound good.’
~~~
‘Did the bombs go early?’ Moorbridge asked as both men felt the ship shake under them.
‘I do not believe so, but–’
‘Damn! We’re losing pressure in the starboard engine.’
‘Is it bad?’
‘I’m going to have to shut it down. These engines are basically compact Unobtainium reactors. The heat is used to pressurise air pulled in using a fan. The exhaust temperature is quite high and if we have a hole in the pressure vessel we risk the entire unit failing. Possibly catastrophically.’
Charles checked their speed, and estimated the loss of acceleration and the distance they would be likely to cover before the bombs went off behind them. ‘Ten miles. We should be at least ten miles from the blast.’
‘Is that enough?’
‘It should be. The blast radius is likely to be huge, but at that distance, in this ship, I would expect minimal effect.’
There was a buzz from Moorbridge’s console and he frowned before locating the source and pressing a button. ‘Hello?’
‘We’re in the engine room,’ Antonia’s voice said from a speaker. ‘Von Auttenberg left us a present which is why we have apparently lost an engine.’
‘That would explain the problem,’ Moorbridge replied. ‘The Count himself?’
‘Kate dispatched him quite thoroughly. Are we safe?’
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall assures me that we should reach a safe distance in time.’ He took out his watch and checked it. ‘You may wish to find a seat. We have only a minute or so.’
‘It is fortuitous that this room appears to be equipped with two then. We will return once the fireworks are over.’
It was just over a minute later that another, far longer, shudder ran through the ship. ‘My God,’ Moorbridge said as the vibrations finally settled, ‘that was at ten miles?’
‘With but four pounds of explosives. Still… What do you know of the device Gantheim designed? Von Auttenberg’s ultimate weapon.’
‘I know it existed. The detail of it is not my area of expertise.’
‘Good. I would ask you to forget that it existed at all. That device would be the end of everything and if the military ever finds out that it is a possibility, some fool will want to build one.’
‘Would it really be so bad?’
‘Sir, it would make what we just experienced akin to a light tap on the nose.’
Moorbridge was silent for a second. ‘Personally I have no recollection of any such project.’
‘Good man.’
 



The Land of Opportunity
Kenya, Africa, 4th September 1920.
‘This is Mrs Antonia Wooster aboard the commandeered German dirigible approaching from west-south-west.’ The fourth position in the airship’s cockpit had, it turned out, been concerned primarily with communications. Antonia sat at the console holding a microphone and was trying to contact the ship they all hoped was in the harbour at Mombasa. ‘HMS Empress of the World, do you read me?’
Kate sat in the co-pilot’s seat, though slumped would be more accurate, watching her friend. Her condition had become quite obvious by the previous evening, but by that time they had other problems. The second engine had started losing pressure. Moorbridge had suspected a problem with the main fan and they had had to cut their speed to a relative crawl in the hope that the problem would not get worse. It was getting worse, but they were still moving.
‘Antonia Wooster to the Empress of the World, please respond.’
‘Mrs Wooster, this is the Empress of the World. Please confirm your status. Over.’
‘Thank heavens! There are four of us aboard. All British. One of our number needs… specialist medical attention.’
The voice on the other end of the radio connection changed, becoming a little gruffer, but also with a far clearer, better-educated accent. ‘Mrs Wooster, this is Captain Hemming. We are under orders to locate you, Doctor Barstow-Hall, and a Miss Felix, to arrest you once found, and to transport you back to England. Over.’
‘Frankly, Captain, we were very much hoping that was the case. We can explain when we get there, but I believe our mode of transport will suggest that things are not all as they would appear. I’m supposed to say “over” now, aren’t I? Over.’
There was no response for a second and Antonia was beginning to wonder whether he had heard her. ‘Good God, madam! What are you flying?!’ Apparently the lookouts on the ship had spotted the airship. ‘We are in the harbour. There is an airship dock just inland. Over.’
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall knows it, Captain, and we will explain everything when we are off this horrid thing and aboard your vessel, but we must make all haste. A young woman’s life depends upon it. Over.’
‘I’ll have men waiting with an ambulance. Over and out.’
The Empress of the World.
Of course, it was not going to be as simple as asking. Captain Hemming was, as one would expect of a man in command of the most powerful ship on the planet, a career officer, a gentleman, and a practical man. He fitted the image well too: he was tall with broad shoulders and a handsome face, though his nose had been broken at some point which seemed to indicate that he was not entirely a desk sailor.
‘The reactor?’ Hemming asked.
‘Yes, Captain,’ Charles said, trying his best not to sound like he was explaining the problem to a simpleton. ‘Miss Felix has a unique physiology. I am sure you were briefed on the matter.’ That got a nod. ‘I have formulated a drug which can replace the radiation treatment she needs, but her supply was lost when we were shot down. She has been without for over three days and is weakening rapidly. I need to get her into the reactor room as soon as possible.’
‘That room is extremely dangerous. The shielding is–’
‘I am, perhaps, more aware of the potential dangers than you are, Captain. Miss Felix is highly resistant to the effects and she needs the radiation. You are using Katheros aboard ship now, are you not?’
‘We are?’
‘And how many men have required treatment for radiation sickness since you began using it?’
‘None.’
‘Katheros is derived from Miss Felix’s blood. Without her, your engineering staff would be getting sick and slowly dying.’
Hemming sighed. ‘While I see that there are grounds to consider the charges invalid, Miss Felix is still a wanted criminal.’
‘Then she is under arrest, sir,’ Antonia said from her place beside the chair Kate had been more or less forced into. ‘You are required to bring her in for trial. She will not survive the voyage back to England so if you wish to discharge your duty, I suggest you allow us to treat her.’
Hemming nodded. ‘I need to seek clarification from London anyway. I believe you know the way below decks, Doctor.’
~~~
The reactor room was hidden away deep in the bowels of the aft section of the huge ship. Antonia and Charles assisted Kate to it down several flights of stairs and, finally, a ladder. Someone had provided a large, dark blue coat for her to put on, which was not making things easier, but she was not yet entirely immobile even if she was moving slowly and with some difficulty.
‘This deck seems thick,’ Antonia commented as they descended the ladder.
‘It is, and composed of layers of adamantium and lead,’ Charles replied. ‘At Greenwich we had the luxury of setting the reactor within yards of concrete and could use less plating. Here, even with this amount of shielding, the engineering staff above are subject to an abnormally high exposure to the reactor’s radiation.’
‘You two will leave as soon as I am inside,’ Kate said.
‘We will do no–’
‘Sharles, I can manage the doors and I will not have you exposed longer than necessary. I would be grateful if you could put on a suit and retrieve me after an hour. I feel I may fall asleep in there.’
‘I’ll do it,’ Antonia said immediately.
‘It should really–’ Charles began.
‘Really, Charles, you should be used to us by now. I am, apparently, dead. I suspect the radiation will have less effect upon my body than yours.’
‘Unfortunately, I cannot find a flaw in your assessment, Antonia. Upon our return to England I plan to engage in a brisk exercise regimen in order to return my masculinity to its proper proportions.’
Kate giggled. ‘We have seen you with your shirt off, Sharles. We have no doubt of your masculinity.’
‘None at all,’ Antonia agreed.
Wisely, Charles chose to stay silent, instead turning to the large door they had arrived at and turning the wheel. ‘There is only an antechamber here, no two-room system. Once you are through the door on the other side you are within the reactor room.’
Kate nodded and began unbuttoning her coat. ‘Please take these away and return the coat when I am ready to leave.’
‘What do you want me to do with the furs?’ Antonia asked. ‘We could ritually burn them on the foredeck if the Captain will permit it.’
‘Oh no, I’ll keep them. I don’t have any fur and I’m not sure I believe in it for decoration, but the animals are already dead and one never knows when one might be called upon to play a barbarian princess.’
Antonia eyed her suspiciously, but she said, ‘I’m sure the Captain has a cabin for us. I’ll put them there for you.’
‘Thank you.’ Naked, Kate nodded to Charles and he pulled open the door. The heat from the reactor was evident even though there was still a door in the way, but Kate walked in and waited for the outer door to close and be sealed before she tried the wheel of the inner one. It was heavy in her weakened state, but she managed it and the cool blue light of the reactor filled her vision. With a sigh, she walked into it.
~~~
‘I am happy to have an escort, Captain, but I will require a visit to the town.’ Antonia was wearing her best ‘I am serious’ expression to impress upon the man that she was firm in her resolve.
‘You are under arrest, Mrs Wooster,’ Hemming said. ‘I am required, theoretically, to lock you in a cell, not send you out shopping.’
‘But you do not plan to incarcerate me and we will be sailing for England as soon as they have replied to your enquiry, I have no doubt. At that point, incarceration will be moot since jumping overboard is not something I plan to do, and I would prefer not to spend the entire voyage in my cabin. Moreover, when Miss Felix is recovered enough, some exercise will aid in her healing. Unless you wish her to perambulate in a fur loincloth, and me to be seen in this blood-stained, indecorous ensemble, I must purchase some suitable dresses.’
‘Captain,’ Charles said, ‘if I may be so bold, it is generally unwise to argue when a woman wishes to buy a dress. This holds doubly so when her reason for doing so is quite so logically defined as Mrs Wooster’s is.’
Hemming gave a sigh. ‘Very well. When Miss Felix is in the infirmary I’ll have you escorted off the ship. Kindly minimise your activities and return as soon as possible.’
‘Of course, Captain,’ Antonia replied, smiling.
Mombasa.
Antonia’s first purchase was two pairs of sunglasses. Kate would need a new pair to hide her eyes, and Antonia felt distinctly more comfortable once her eyes were shaded from the glare by the almost black lenses.
Not entirely comfortable, however. Her skin had never been especially good in the sun, but now it felt as though she was burning whenever she stood in direct sunlight. In the thirty minutes it took to get to Fitzlawrence’s, the skin on her chest was distinctly reddened and she felt slightly sick. She stopped off on the way through to the ladies’ clothing department to purchase a parasol in the hopes that it would stop the same happening on the way back.
‘Mrs Wooster!’ Mrs Fitzlawrence ran the women’s section and had done since Antonia could remember. Her figure had gone a bit in that time, but she was an advocate of the corset to assist where age tried to undo one’s good works, and she had a bust suggestive of twin mountains under her high-collared dress. She cruised across the floor to meet Antonia and her two guardians, a galleon under full sail. ‘Such a surprise, and in such an… avant-garde ensemble.’
‘It is to replace these rags with something more suitable that I am here, Mrs Fitzlawrence. Unfortunately there was an… incident and all of my party’s clothing was lost. I need two dresses, one for my friend who is currently bed-ridden. As luck would have it, I have purchased garments for her before and know the correct sizes.’
‘Very good. Will your… gentlemen friends be staying?’ Her gaze took in the two men with mild distaste.
Antonia glanced back. ‘We will be needing undergarments… Perhaps you gentlemen would care to wait by the door. I promise not to slip out the back.’ The ratings looked mildly relieved as they threaded their way back through the shop. Antonia could not really blame them. She turned back to Mrs Fitzlawrence. ‘Do you stock gloves?’
The Empress of the World.
‘I admit that the dress is an improvement, Mrs Wooster,’ Hemming said.
Antonia favoured him with a smile across the table they were sharing with Charles and Moorbridge in the officer’s mess. ‘It is rather more comfortable than a blouse designed for a man.’ She had discovered that, while she had no appetite, she was still capable of eating solid food. And so far she had developed neither fangs nor a desire to sink them into someone’s neck. The beef they had been served actually tasted rather good.
‘Well, as you will have noticed, we are underway. I got my orders and they remain more or less unchanged. With Mister Moorbridge’s testimony to back your own, and the knowledge that Alfred Cooper was, in fact, alive, you are to be returned for confirmation after which the charges will be formally dropped.’
‘That is good to hear,’ Charles said.
‘As for the issue of the mine you’ve discovered, I was asked to tell you that some ministry or other would be contacting you regarding the matter.’
‘That sounds like it could be less good news. However, I shall reserve judgement until I hear what they have to say.’
‘Probably wise,’ Antonia said. ‘Kate should really be here for this.’
‘She needs rest. You saw her when she came out of the reactor. It will be a few days before she is back on her feet.’
Antonia nodded. She had never seen Kate looking so tired, or weak. The girl, who had such physical power and dynamism normally, had barely been able to stand though she had said that she felt better. ‘I hope it will be soon.’
~~~
Kate looked at the bowl of soup which had been placed before her, a sour expression on her face. It tasted quite good and she had managed half of it without too much difficulty, but now her body was telling her that she had had enough.
‘Nurse?’ The young man on duty looked up at her, giving her a smile. She was getting a lot of those and was not entirely sure whether it was indulgence, or the fact that she was an attractive young woman lying naked in a bed. She would take either at the moment. ‘I think I’ve had enough for now. Thank you.’
‘You should really try to eat some more,’ he said to her, but he lifted the tray from her lap anyway. ‘Your skin is looking a little reddened.’
‘It’s a bit sensitive. I must have…’ She trailed off as a wave of dizziness swept over her. ‘Oh… Uh, I don’t wish to alarm you… Perhaps you should get… I’m going to pass out now.’ Her head fell back onto the pillow and her eyes fluttered closed.
The nurse quickly checked her pulse and then bolted for the intercom.
~~~
‘Radiation burns compounded by the existing organ deterioration,’ the doctor said. He was talking to Charles and Antonia, but Moorbridge and Hemming were standing nearby. ‘Her condition is quite serious.’
Charles gave a nod, but he said, ‘Get her through the next twenty-four hours, Doctor, and she’ll recover faster than you would imagine.’
‘Frankly, sir, given her body mass and the amount of radiation she must have absorbed, she has already amazed me. I’ll keep her alive, but you are looking a little red yourself, Mrs Wooster. You didn’t take damage from the radiation, did you?’
Antonia waved the question away. ‘I was barely in the thing for two minutes and I had a suit on. Horrible contraption. I don’t know how you put up with it, Charles.’
‘It’s better than have parts dropping off,’ Charles replied.
‘There is that. No, this is simply sunburn. Pale-skinned and blonde are not a combination suitable for Africa, in truth. I’m usually more careful. I’d like to stay with her, if I may, until she wakes up.’
‘That could be morning,’ the doctor pointed out.
‘Well, this room is not short of beds if I wish to lie down.’ Which was true; the ship had four, five-bed infirmary units. The doctor gave a nod and walked off towards Hemming.
‘I have not noticed your skin burning so readily prior to this,’ Charles said in a low voice as they moved closer to Kate’s bed.
‘It seems that my skin reacts badly to direct sunlight much as my eyes do. A parasol was sufficient to keep it at bay, however. And I live in England so the sunlight should not be too much of an inconvenience.’
‘You make light of your circumstances, but this new state still worries me.’
‘I make light of it because I do not believe there is anything to be done about it. I shall learn to cope. I shall not attempt to stop you from finding some means of returning me to normal, however. I know that I could not do so even if I were to feel like trying.’
Charles smiled. ‘I believe we are beginning to understand each other quite well, Mrs Wooster.’
‘Indeed. So if you don’t stop calling me that when propriety does not demand it, I shall become quite incensed.’
‘We would not want that, Antonia.’
She smiled and reached out to take Kate’s hand in hers. ‘Always a quick learner, Charles.’
5th September.
Kate regained her senses after little more than an hour, but complained of a headache and spent the remainder of the night drifting in and out of sleep. By morning she was looking healthier, but she was still weak and Antonia decided that she needed to be fed a bowl of cereal. For some reason, the nurse on duty found this quite fascinating.
‘I have not been fed like this since I was… a lot younger,’ Kate said before dutifully opening her mouth for a spoonful of milk and cereal.
‘Cooper actually fed you?’
Kate swallowed and nodded. ‘It was not for long; while my coordination was insufficient to manage it myself.’
‘I don’t believe I can truly imagine what your childhood was like.’
‘And I have nothing to compare it to. It was not all bad. For the first… Well, for some little time it was just me and him. He would take blood and a lot of measurements, but the experiments started later so that early time was not entirely unpleasant. It was only later that I learned that he thought so little of me.’
Antonia smiled and lifted another spoonful to Kate’s mouth. ‘The nursing staff seem very attentive.’ Her voice was low, and amused.
Kate bit her lips, straightened her face and swallowed. ‘I do not believe they see many women on their voyages. And now there are two in the same room.’
‘One of them dressed in naught but a sheet. I have procured a dress for you. When you are over your immediate affliction we should take a walk on deck. It will allow the rest of the crew to look just as lovesick as the nurse, improve your constitution, and… Well, the Empress is the pride of the fleet. It would be a shame not to see some of it.’
‘I’d like that. How is your wound healing?’
‘Quite well. In fact, it is almost entirely healed. I do not believe there will even be a scar. It feels… strange, however.’
‘How so?’
‘There is no itching or discomfort. The wound is not reddened. It appears almost as though the flesh is reconstructing itself as it was.’
Kate frowned. ‘I find myself hoping that Drafenberg somehow survived the explosion. I should like to explain to him, at some length, why it is impolite to experiment on people.’
‘I have entertained some most un-genteel thoughts about him myself. Involving a croquet mallet and his kneecaps.’
‘Croquet?’
‘An over-complicated game played on garden lawns. Pray that you never have to discover how to play it. And eat up. If we are to entertain the crew, we need you mobile.’
‘Yes’m,’ Kate said, managing a passable servant’s accent.
‘You are not too old to spank, young lady.’
For some reason the nurse dropped the tray he was carrying.
~~~
‘You had us worried, Kate,’ Charles said. The nurse was less keen to be around now that Antonia had been replaced by Kate’s guardian.
‘You should know better, Sharles. It takes longer than this without the radiation to put me in mortal danger. I know it does.’
‘Hmm… Well, you seem to be on the mend. The Captain has indicated that the charges against you are very likely to be dropped as soon as we get back.’
‘I owe Mister Moorbridge thanks for that. I am sure it would be harder to persuade the police without his testimony.’
‘Perhaps, but I believe getting him out of that prison should wipe clean any debt you may feel you owe him.’
Kate grinned. ‘There is that. I have been thinking, however. I should really find myself some form of employment when we return. I cannot live off you and Antonia forever.’
‘Well, I am exceedingly wealthy, my dear, so you could. I can understand you wishing to have some sense of purpose, however. We can discuss the matter when we are settled back at home.’
‘You know, Sharles, I feel that getting me out of my father’s clutches is sufficient to pay off any debt that you may feel you owe me. Indeed, I do not believe that you owe one. What my father did to me was not your fault and it should not be you who makes recompense.’
He smiled at her. ‘I know that, Kate. Intellectually I know that.’
‘But you do not yet believe it?’
‘That… is true.’
‘We will have to work on that, Sharles.’
‘I am quite sure we will.’
8th September.
The Empress of the World really was a very impressive vessel. Displacing some thirty thousand tons, she was quite a broad ship to accommodate the central deck which was designed to launch up to six, three-hundred-ton Defiant-class dirigibles. Compared to the vast bulk of the thing von Auttenberg had had built, the Defiant-class was a midget, but the carrier capability allowed the ship to project its power, very respectably, well inland. With the airships in their below-deck cradles, however, the flight deck made an excellent place for Kate and Antonia to take a morning constitutional.
Kate had awoken feeling much better and decidedly restless. The doctor had pronounced her ‘not out of the woods yet, but well enough to be allowed out,’ by which he meant that she could leave the infirmary now. He looked a little disappointed. The nurse had appeared more so.
Dressed in her new high-collared gown, with the corset quite loosely tied, and with Antonia hiding beneath a parasol and wearing gloves, Kate had taken her friend’s arm and they had proceeded out onto the deck.
‘We have an audience,’ Kate said under her breath.
‘An audience who is trying to appear not to be watching. I can see some of them.’
‘The glasses are not helping?’
‘Oh, they help. I should be almost blind without them, but even these dark lenses leave me with some glare, especially facing the sun. They are not too dark for you?’
‘Just perfect. Thank you for thinking of me. There seem to be a lot of guns on this ship.’ Along both sides were ranks of turrets, five large and fifteen smaller on each side.
‘There are. Charles could tell you the details. I recall that the two main turrets, fore and aft, fire eleven-inch shells and can fire Vulcanite rounds. These smaller turrets around us are meant for air-defence and are among the fastest-firing weapons currently in use. She also has nineteen-inch torpedo tubes below the waterline which can dispatch terribly powerful missiles should the guns be insufficient.’
Kate looked forward, but the big gun in its armoured turret was obscured by a large, raised bridge which gave an excellent view of the way ahead and the flight deck. To the rear she could see the back of the turret and it looked very big indeed.
‘What did they do with the airship we borrowed?’
‘They were going to make running repairs to the engines where possible and then fly it back to England under its own power. I have no doubt that there will be some political issues with that. The Germans are likely to be uppity.’
‘My experience of Germans thus far suggests that they always are, but I admit that the ones I have met may well be an exception.’
‘I’ve met some fine members of the nation in Africa. They generally seem to be not that different from the British, but without the sense of humour. Or any sense of humour, actually.’
‘Von Auttenberg seemed to laugh quite a lot.’
‘Yes, dear, but not at the right things. Are we still the object of everyone’s attention?’
‘More or less.’
‘Once more around the deck then. After that we will go below and let them get on with their work.’
9th September.
You could tell that they were in the English Channel because the weather had gone from bright, clear skies to heavy cloud.
‘Ah, British weather,’ Moorbridge stated as the four passengers stood on the deck. ‘I can’t believe that I have actually missed this.’
‘Travel always makes coming home all the sweeter, Mister Moorbridge,’ Antonia told him. ‘Unfortunately, for those like me who have a restless spirit, eventually we are forced to travel once more.’
‘In this case, immediately,’ Charles added. ‘We are still over an hour from home. I shall procure train tickets when we arrive. You are welcome to join us, Mister Moorbridge.’
‘Then I shall accept, Doctor, for I have no idea of the state of my affairs and no money.’
It took over an hour to get the huge ship into dock at Portsmouth, and then they had to wait because Hemming was expecting someone aboard who needed to speak with them before they left. He had not been told who, just that they should wait. It came as something of a surprise when they discovered that they were waiting for Chief Inspector Longford and two constables from the Met.
Charles took command of the situation. ‘Chief Inspector. We were not expecting you here.’
‘I’ve been ordered to escort you back to London, Doctor.’ Longford did not seem especially happy with the arrangement. ‘Formally you are under arrest, but you will not be detained. We will require you to attend Scotland Yard tomorrow morning to make statements and, assuming that proceeds without issue, you will be cleared of all charges then.’
‘I see. Well, it saves on train fares. Thank you, Chief Inspector.’
Longford nodded and turned to Moorbridge. ‘Mister William Peter Moorbridge? You will be coming with us. A statement is required, but we also need to prove you are who you say you are, and there will be a lot of paperwork. I’m told that people are pushing that through as fast as possible, but…’
‘I quite understand, Chief Inspector,’ Moorbridge replied. ‘I am pleased that the process is already underway. I’m just a mechanic, really. No one of import.’
‘His Majesty’s Government takes the kidnapping of British nationals by foreign agents rather seriously, sir. Someone official will want to talk to you, I’m sure, but the story has managed to find its way into the newspapers. The public are outraged.’
‘As only the British public can be I’m sure,’ Antonia said. ‘Shall we go, Chief Inspector? I am anxious to be home and into some fresh clothes.’
Richmond, London.
It was evening before they finally got back to Antonia’s home and could relax. Little opened the door with a relieved smile on her face as they walked up the short flight of steps.
‘We got a message from Inspector Franklin that you were returning, ma’am,’ the maid said, ‘but not exactly when. Mrs Bridger has made some food, just cold, but it’s ready when you are and the boiler’s stoked for baths.’
‘A bath,’ Antonia said, ‘sounds like an excellent idea. Is that Chastity I see peeking out from the kitchen?’
‘Yes, ma’am. With you gone there seemed no hurry in her leaving and she’s safe here. She’s been helping me with the cleaning and such.’
Antonia nodded. ‘We shall discuss her future once things have settled down.’
‘Didn’t you have more luggage when you left, ma’am?’ Kate was carrying everything they had in a carpet bag, aside from her sword and rifle which were slung over her shoulders.
‘Tales of our exploits can wait. Indeed, I’ll need to explain some things to everyone once I’ve had that bath.’
‘After we’ve both bathed,’ Kate said. ‘I’m not having anything missed and I need to be clean.’
‘Very well, Little, run a bath. Kate can catch up on lost meals and then follow me.’
Kate’s stomach chose that moment to growl. ‘I’ll eat in the kitchen, less time between me and the food.’
~~~
‘I am, for want of a more accurate term, dead,’ Antonia said to the assembled staff and Chastity. It was not a sentence which she expected to produce laughter and hilarity, and what she got were bemused smiles and looks of shock. She had explained already how her circumstances had been changed so drastically, so there was just the matter of what it meant. ‘I realise that I am walking, talking, and taking baths, but I am not breathing and my heart does not beat. My new conditions will require some adjusting to… and under the circumstances I will not fault any of you should you wish to seek employment elsewhere.’
Mister and Mrs Bridger looked at each other. ‘Will you be requiring our blood on a regular basis, ma’am?’ Mister Bridger asked.
‘While I appear to be oversensitive to sunlight, hence these glasses indoors, I do not appear to have developed other vampiric tendencies. Nor do I appear to be decaying into a withered husk.’
‘In which case, I believe we can make any adjustments required. If God, in his infinite wisdom, continues to believe that you should be here with us on Earth, who are we to do otherwise?’
‘Thank you,’ Antonia said. ‘Little?’
‘You shouldn’t have t’ ask, ma’am. You took me out o’ the gutter. I’d stick with you if we had t’ walk through Hell with the Devil himself. An’ pardon me for lettin’ me accent slip, but I’m a little emotional.’
‘Not that I count,’ Chastity said, ‘but I’m with Madge. An’ I’ll not breathe a word o’ this outside these doors.’
‘Very well. Thank you all for your loyalty, and the slip is quite acceptable, Margery. I find myself a little emotional as well. On to specifics. I require fluids as normal, it seems, but not solid food. And that did have me worried for a while, Mister Bridger, but there are still no signs of blood cravings. I do like food, but we can cut back on the purchase of comestibles. I believe that this allows for us to take on a maid for Kate if she will put some small part of her allowance towards the pay. Do you want a job, Chastity?’
The girl’s eyes widened into saucers. ‘Me? A maid? But ma’am, I’m a common whore, not even a classy one. I can’t be–’
‘I’m not a proper gentlewoman,’ Kate said. ‘My mother was a prostitute, Chastity. I’m of no higher birth than you are. We can work on your diction, though I am personally not averse to your accent. It is not as harsh as some.’
‘But I wouldn’t know what t’ do!’
‘You can dress yourself can’t you?’ Little put in. ‘And you know how to dust. Lord knows I could use a little help with the cleaning. Two of us can have this place spotless. So you’ll help Miss Kate to dress and help me clean, and you’ll not be on your back again in a month.’
Chastity looked like she was going to cry. ‘I don’t know what t’ say…’
‘Thank you will suffice,’ Antonia said, smiling.
‘Thank you, ma’am.’
‘Well and good. Mrs Bridger, I am going to need extra drapes on the windows in my room. Bright light in the mornings is absolutely the last thing I need.’
Mrs Bridger smiled. ‘Adjustments will be made, ma’am.’
Westminster, 10th September.
It took hours to give a full account of the events following the attempt by the fake policemen to capture Kate, but she went through all of it under the disapproving eyes of Chief Inspector Longford, sparing no details, save for her times spent in Antonia’s arms and the precise activities at the party in Nairobi.
‘How did you know that the men sent to arrest you were not policemen?’ Longford asked, frowning his best, disbelieving frown.
‘Their boots,’ Kate replied. ‘The man calling himself Morris did not sound like a Londoner, but that I could allow. Their footwear, however, was wrong.’
‘Their… footwear?’
Kate nodded. ‘Inspector Franklin, whom I know best of the Yard’s finest, wears sturdy, brown shoes, worn from long use, for he cannot afford better or to replace them more often. They are always polished, but obviously not new. You, Chief Inspector, are able to furnish yourself with more expensive attire. Morris and all of the men with him wore boots, in black, of a solid and uniform nature. When they took the uniforms of the original men sent for me, they could easily fit those, but not the shoes. Their boots were undoubtedly regulation issue and so uniform across the group.’
‘That’s… remarkably observant of you.’
‘My senses are sharper than most. I am sorry for the loss of your men, Chief Inspector. Had the Count not been so set upon my capture, they would not have died. I feel a certain responsibility for their untimely demise.’
Longford gave a grudging sort of grunt. ‘It was Count von Auttenberg who gave the orders, and from all accounts you saw to it that he paid for his crimes. Had he been brought in alive he would undoubtedly have escaped justice through some diplomatic means. Rough justice is the best we can hope for.’
‘Thank you, Chief Inspector.’
‘It seems clear that the charges laid against you are the result of a plot, Miss Felix. We will be dropping them, immediately.’ His frown deepened. ‘I cannot deny that I feel your creation is an act as ungodly as any I have ever before heard of. I also cannot deny that you have risen above it in a manner I find difficult to believe, but I must accept.’
Kate gave him a serious sort of smile. ‘I would not ask you to betray your beliefs for me, Chief Inspector. The benefit of the doubt is all I ask.’
‘Christians are supposed to forgive, Miss Felix. It would appear that God has forgiven you the design of your birth and I would be a very poor Christian if I could not do the same.’
Kate thought that God seemed to be doing a lot of forgiving just at the moment, which inclined her to appreciate Him somewhat more, but she decided that not mentioning that to Longford might be a good idea. ‘Thank you, Chief Inspector,’ she said instead.
The Barstow Club, Mayfair, 11th September.
‘You are fully recovered?’ Charles asked as he escorted Kate and Antonia into the dining room of the club.
‘We both are, it would seem,’ Antonia replied.
‘Excellent. Kate, I have a supply of pills for you. Fourteen for now, but I’m having a larger supply synthesised and they will be ready before the first batch runs out.’
‘Thank you, Sharles,’ Kate replied, settling into her seat as he pushed it in for her. ‘I’m glad I won’t need the reactor again.’
‘Quite.’ Charles assisted Antonia to her seat and then moved to his own.
‘You were quite insistent that we come tonight, Charles,’ Antonia said. ‘What are you up to?’
‘Nothing. I do have an announcement to make, but that can wait until after we have eaten. I have spent the entire day discussing the Kundelungu Plateau site with various men in suits with starched collars, and more heavily starched necks, and I have a considerable need for some pleasant conversation as well as such attractive company.’
Antonia gave a soft laugh. ‘A walking dead woman, a woman who is part animal, and you. You are the most normal of the three of us, Charles.’
Charles gave a shrug. ‘Kate was born exceptional, and you were quite an exceptional woman before your change of circumstances. I must make do with being considered a genius by some and bask in my normalcy.’
They ate and chatted. They discussed the taking on of Chastity as a maid and what Kate might consider undertaking as a means of employment. There was no satisfactory conclusion to the latter and Kate began to suspect that Charles was determined that she should not have to work for a living. She determined not to voice such opinions, however, and certainly not when the evening was so convivial.
With the brandy poured, Charles removed a folded piece of paper from his jacket. ‘And so to the business at hand. I spent some time communicating our exploits to my grandmother via telephone. She does enjoy hearing such tales. They remind her of the times she would accompany my grandfather on his walks through the hills or assist him in his laboratory. She particularly enjoyed this story.’
‘So she sent you a telegram?’ Kate asked.
‘One to me and one to the club officials.’ He unfolded the paper and peered down at it. ‘And I quote, “Given her obvious capability and her remarkable resolve in the face of all attempts to capture and humiliate her in the most extreme manner, we must have Miss Felix as a member of this club. Her bravery alone would place her among the foremost of women, upholding the spirit of this august establishment to the utmost.” She will have it no other way and none here will speak against her when she is so vehement on a subject. You are now a member of the Barstow Club, Kate. Fees to be paid by my grandmother in perpetuity.’
Kate opened her mouth, closed it, tried again, and failed. On the third attempt she managed, ‘I… I can’t… I mean, I’m not–’
‘Just smile and say thank you, Kate,’ Antonia advised. ‘If Lilian says you are a member, you are a member.’
‘And the club is lucky to have you,’ Charles added.
Kate smiled and said, ‘Thank you.’
Richmond, 13th September.
‘Doctor Barstow-Hall, ma’am,’ Chastity said, stepping aside to allow Charles into the drawing room.
‘And this is your new maid, Antonia?’ he asked.
‘She needs a little work,’ Antonia replied, ‘but she’s willing to learn.’
‘I am, sir,’ Chastity said, her expression serious. ‘It’s a chance I thought I’d never get.’
‘Then I am sure you will grasp it and not let go, young lady. Now, might I trouble you for some tea? I’ve had a long morning of too much talking and my throat is dry.’
‘I’ll see to it, sir.’
‘Government matters, Charles?’ Antonia asked.
‘Indeed, and the reason I am here.’ Both Antonia and Kate raised eyebrows at him. ‘The Unobtainium Company is being contracted to undertake a survey of the Kundelungu Plateau site and, should it be possible, to begin mining there.’
‘Germany will be exceedingly displeased with that arrangement.’
‘Some very strongly worded communiqués have been making the rounds. They are not pleased, but they also deplore von Auttenberg’s actions, claiming to know nothing of them, and recognise that they are not equipped to deal with the situation. I rather suspect that the Count was acting outside his authority and wished to supplant the current administration.’
‘You’re going back to Africa,’ Kate stated.
‘I am to lead the expedition, as far as the science and management goes anyway.’
‘You’ll need someone experienced in the country,’ Antonia said.
‘I have two positions open for non-company staff. One is field guide and the other, at the insistence of my father, is a bodyguard. You were looking for a job, Kate.’
‘Is that not a role more commonly given to a man?’ Kate asked, frowning.
‘Perhaps, but I believe that you have demonstrated quite considerable capability in the preservation of my life recently. I do not feel that I would be safer in any other person’s protection.’
‘Oh. Well, of course I accept. I would be honoured. We are going to need another visit from Mister Osborne, however. I shall need new clothes.’
There was a knock at the door and Chastity entered with a tray of tea. Antonia peered at her. ‘Have you travelled much, Chastity?’
‘No, ma’am. Born in London, never bin out of it.’
‘Hmm, we’ll have to see to a passport for you. Your education is at a delicate stage and cannot be interrupted.’
‘Oh, I quite agree,’ Charles said, trying to keep a smile off his face. ‘Two ladies travelling in Africa should not be without a maid for an extended period. I shall see to the paperwork.’
‘Ma’am?’ Chastity said, looking bewildered.
‘You and Margery will be accompanying us on a small trip out of the country, Chastity,’ Antonia said. ‘The weather is growing unpleasant at this time of year in the Congo, but I’m sure we’ll manage.’
‘The Congo! Africa?’
‘Yes, Africa.’
‘Oh… Oh my!’
Kate grinned at her. ‘Don’t worry, Chastity, last time we were there Sharles blew the place up. I’m quite sure there’s nothing dangerous within a hundred miles that isn’t still running away.’ She paused. ‘I may be tempting fate with a statement like that.’
Charles nodded. ‘I believe we are now doomed.’
‘Never mind,’ Antonia replied, ‘who wants a safe life anyway? So utterly boring.’
###
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