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			For Mum and Dad.

			Who are somewhere in the cosmos.

			Prologue

			She felt the burning white light hit the centre of her back, and a purple aura enveloped her. She felt the cosmos scream as she felt every atom of her body separate and become at one with the fabric of space. From that moment forth, everywhere she turned, one wrong movement or thought and an energy bolt flew from her fingertips and destroyed anything it came into contact with. A silent scream in her own voice filled her consciousness, but she was incapable of any sound. Just the silent screaming in her head. She awoke with a jolt, sweating profusely, her chest and neck wet.

			As she half opened her eyes, a searing pain split her skull. It was not just the pain from enduring death itself, or from using all her strength to fight hell spawn and gods, but as she looked around the room with bleary eyes, the main reason came into focus. Several empty bottles of absinthe and an opium pipe lay discarded on the worn Kilim rug. She pondered what had become of her life. She had always been in control of it, always strong and level-headed, never phased by any mission she had been assigned. Now her life lay in tatters. Every night she had the same dream, the nightmare of her death, the pain in her head and the agonising ecstasy of her atoms being absorbed by those of the cosmos. The structure of her body had altered forever. She began to think that when the atomic structure of her body had reconstructed, her soul had been forgotten. It lay in the cold and had been put in some vice-like grip and hidden away in a dark room somewhere in the depths of the earth. The inner strength against her constant struggle was the only thing that held complete blackness from filling her soul. Looking gaunt and pale with permanent pain and sorrow etched on her face, she wasn’t even sure if she was human anymore. It was like her life from here on was just a scene she watched from afar. A small tear squeezed out of the corner of her eye and ran down her pale cheek. Ignatius had staged her death, complete with a funeral, but she wished it had been real. She had no wish to continue this existence. Life had become too complicated, and the pains from her previous adventures would not go away. Her only hope was that pain eases over time, and no time had passed since her ordeal.

			As dawn paled the eastern sky, the only cloud appeared as an orange smear across the horizon. Even before she had opened her eyes fully, she could make out the sun streaming in through the gap in the curtains, blinding her. As she eventually opened them completely, her mind still in turmoil, she took in a deep breath, resigning herself to another day. Her battle-bruised body ached all over. She could feel her heart beating in what had felt like an empty, hollow chest since her ordeal. She felt light-headed as she rolled over onto her back and could feel the comforting warmth of his body lying next to her. He felt solid, permanent, unlike herself, he was her security and much more, he loved her. Events of the previous week ran through her mind and with mixed emotions she took delight, not in the fact she was alive, but because she was with him. She could hear the dawn chorus outside and eventually smiled. She had to be positive; this was a new day, a good day, she had fought gods once more and survived.

			Turning over she placed her arm over his muscular frame. She could feel the scars of his battle-torn body. She studied them, tracing them with her fingertips. She studied his beautiful face, the shock of blond hair ruffled from restless sleep. His square jaw and high cheekbones. Warmth began to flow through her veins and her heart quickened its beat. They had worked together for years, and it had always been professional. Strictly business. Maybe things had changed because both felt like they only had each other. They had experienced the same cosmic enormity of what lies beyond earth, the same cosmos that ran through their veins, through their minds, their very thoughts and they, unlike the rest of humanity, knew the futility of life on earth, and of everyday struggles that were unimportant. The rest of the populace were blissfully unaware of the same cosmic connections, wasting their energies on the mundane. In truth, Indigo had started to question the requirement of the organisation they worked for, the Union Jacks, to protect the Empire. What was it all for? She sighed lightly and watched his chest rise and fall as he breathed.

			Stirring, he opened his eyes, turning to her and smiling. She had changed significantly since her ordeal. She was still courageous, and independent, but her beautiful face showed signs of strife, and she no longer looked the same. It was difficult to put into words, but Indigo was different. He smiled, although deep within his heart yearned to go back, to change events somehow, to save her the agony she had experienced. He would never forgive himself and had made a promise to protect her no matter what, but couldn’t discuss this with her, she was far too headstrong and independent for that. Just recently he had been having his own internal struggles. The information they had about the cosmos was too explosive for humanity to comprehend. He rubbed the back of his hand, the eye-shaped birthmark on the back of his right hand was giving him some pain. He had noticed this more often nowadays, yet in the past, particularly in his younger years, he didn’t give it a second thought. He was born with it and accepted it as a part of his own uniqueness, like the colour of one’s eyes or hair. It was just skin. He was able to put the pain to the recesses of his mind and smiled as if nothing was wrong.

			“Good morning, Indigo. How did you sleep?”

			“Really well,” she lied. “For the first time, in a long time,” she added.

			“It’s probably exhaustion,” he said.

			“Perhaps.”

			“It still fills me with dread. You gave me a scare. I thought I’d lost you.”

			“Very nearly, Ignatius. But not yet.”

			They both smiled at each other and held each other tightly like they never wanted to be apart. She felt secure wrapped in the warmth of his love.

			“You know this will complicate things, don’t you?” She said.

			“I know. But you forget one thing.”

			She frowned questioning what he meant.

			“To the rest of the world, Indigo Gemstone is dead. I attended the funeral to prove it!”

			They both laughed so hard, although with pretence. They were unaware of the knock at the door and Lambeth entering with a silver tray laden with a pot of Earl Grey, fine bone China and some toast and marmalade.

			“Forgive me, sir. I did knock. Good morning, miss.” Lambeth was careful not to make eye contact with her. This was the first time Ignatius had entertained a young lady in his rooms, and Lambeth was most unaccustomed to it.

			“I’ll bring the newspapers up when they have been delivered, sir. Shall I pour?”

			Sensing his discomfort, Ignatius spared him any more embarrassment. “No, that’ll be all thank you, Lambeth. I, we, can take it from here!”

			As his manservant left, both Ignatius and Indigo couldn’t help but chuckle.

			Chapter 1: The Debrief

			It was a bright crisp morning. There was a bit of a chill in the air but the drive from the suburbs of London in a steam gurney had been pleasant enough. It was early, without much activity in the streets, just the cooing of the pigeons as they perched on top of the British Museum. The fabulous old girl looked gleaming as the Portland stone reflected the low-placed sun with its Ionic pillars and carved portico, imposing even, as the gurney turned into Great Russell Street. Even after all these years, he still marvelled at the Great Revival architecture every time he came here. Sir Robert Smirke had successfully attained a grand achievement with the building’s design.

			As the speeding vehicle screeched to a stop in front of the portico, a tall thin man dressed all in black and wearing a Bowler hat stepped out. His accent was cut-glass English, piercing the chilled morning as he thanked his driver. He was a very fit, lean-looking gentleman with a long thin nose and penetrating steel blue eyes, sunken cheeks and high cheekbones. It was difficult to determine his age. But the haggard lines that ran down either side of his mouth and the slight limp indicated he was not a stranger to action in the field. Still, it didn’t prevent him from bounding up the steps to the main portico with an urgent purpose, cutting a dashing sprightly figure, dwarfed by the thick tall columns that tried to imitate Greek antiquity.

			Edward Thomas Lawrence slipped in unnoticed before any of the museum employees arrived for work. One or two keen academics were already in but paid him no heed. Impatiently turning immediately left, he disappeared past the South stairs, past the early Greek and Roman exhibitions and was soon lost from sight. He had studied classics and ancient history at Jesus College, Oxford, so the story of the various statues, vases and paraphernalia of everyday ancient life that surrounded him were all too familiar.

			The secret panel closed tightly behind him, and Lawrence found himself in the familiar dark passageway that he traversed every morning. His eyes were used to the darkness; as a boy he would often run around the New Forest in Hampshire, amongst the thick trees that obscured the light. He was most comfortable in the dark. Throwing back the iron gate, he stepped into the lift that was dimly lit by a single gas lamp. Closing the gate, he fiddled with the brass levers on the control panel. There was a puff of steam, and the lift descended rapidly into the bowels of the capital.

			As the lift came to a shuddering halt, he got out to be confronted with a huge bronze door, heavily riveted and green with age, except where thousands of hands had worn it to a golden patina pushing it open over years of use. Cast in the centre of the door was an emblem. It consisted of a great gear in the centre of which was a shield, the left-hand side of which had in relief half the Union flag, the flag of the Empire. On the right-hand side were the three lions of England, and sitting on top of all this was the crested Centurions helmet of Britannia, the goddess of Britain and the personification of the country and its strength.

			Some sleight-of-hand activated the locking mechanism, causing heavy bolts to clank open, a hiss of steam and the door, which was a foot thick, glided open as if it was light as a feather.

			The other side of the doorway, Lawrence entered a vast labyrinth of corridors and chambers. This was the worldwide headquarters of the Union Jacks.

			Sitting at his desk, the latest reports were already piled up in front of him, each in a brown Manilla folder, stamped with the same crest as that on the bronze door and labelled with the Chapter House it had come from.

			The desk was large, and made from burr walnut, inlaid with green leather, decorated around the edge in gold. Its golden glow illuminated the office. The room was floored with black and white tiles and all four walls were lined with rich oak panelling, with the same crest carved into one of the panels. Behind the desk hung a large oil painting, a dark portrait of a brooding figure. The desk was otherwise uncluttered, just a brass inkstand and a green banker’s lamp. The only ornamentation was a bronze of a lion like those seen in Trafalgar Square.

			“Good morning, Mr Lawrence,” said an aide as he entered the office with a silver tray of tea. Earl Grey, his preferred choice. Hot, no milk.

			“The latest reports, sir,” the aide gestured with his head at the stack of Manilla folders. “Some unusual goings on in Oxford,” he said as he raised an eyebrow. The thin weaseley man had been with the Union some twenty years and throughout all that time had spent most of it behind a desk.

			Lawrence didn’t rise to his prompting and replied simply, “Very well, Jenkins, I will let you know.”

			Sifting through the reports, Lawrence took on a serious brow, mulling over the potential impact on the Empire of each report. The first report told of dangerous shamanic practices in China, disrupting the activities of the East India Company. He picked up the next report and after reading it, then reading it again, his face turned red, his brow furrowing. Significant disturbances in Oxford. His large fist slammed down in a rage onto the green leather, knocking his ink pot over. A book fell off the shelf behind him as he filled his lungs and bellowed,

			“Jenkins, get me Isambard Ignatius. NOW!”

			There was a flurry of activity in the next office. Tables shifted and a chair fell over. Papers flew into the air and a door closed loudly as Jenkins and others scrambled to carry out his order.

			The communication system was swift within the Union Jacks organisation. It had to be to keep the various Chapter Houses well-informed. The movement of intelligence was paramount.

			Later that day, a vellum-coloured envelope fell onto the ornate coloured tile floor in the hallway. It lay there for a few moments before Lambeth noticed it. Bending down, his back groaning, he picked it up and realised it had been hand-delivered. He opened the door swiftly, but it was too late, the streets of quiet, pleasant, suburban Summertown were mostly empty. 

			Ignatius was sat reading the papers, drinking Earl Grey. Indigo was cleaning her steam cannon. It lay in pieces on the coffee table, brass components gleaming in the sun that streamed in through the window. Lambeth cleared his throat to announce his arrival.

			“A message has arrived for you, sir.”

			Ignatius took the envelope and, turning it over, realised it had been sealed with wax. The seal was familiar, a shield and the helmet of Britannia.

			“Ah! It seems I have been summoned,” he announced to Indigo. “I have to leave for London immediately.”

			“Is that just you, or me also?” Indigo looked inquisitively. “I fancy a change of scenery. To get away from Oxford for a while.” She hesitated for a moment. “Too many recent memories,” she lowered her eyes. “You know.”

			“Of course. Perhaps we could stay a while, give us a break for a few days.”

			About an hour later, Ignatius and Indigo were in a steam gurney heading for the train station in the centre of Oxford. The train came into the station right on time, its large green boiler spewing steam out of its chimney, obscuring the platform for a while. The porter loaded their luggage, two small leather cases, one of which had seen lots of travel, displaying labels from all sorts of exotic countries in the Middle East and Asia. Ignatius held out his hand and took Indigo’s as she stepped onto the train. Before long, the train was gently swaying as it sped off along the tracks heading for the capital. Indigo closed her eyes and remained so for most of the trip, leaving Ignatius to wonder why he had been summoned. He knew his last two reports had been unusual, and he did want a meeting with the First Lord, the Grand Master, but had a feeling the meeting was not going to go well.

			Two hours later, Ignatius sat in a large leather chair, waiting for the pungent cigar smoke to clear. He could just see the tip glowing red through the veil of smoke. Removing it from his lips, Lawrence leaned forwards and glared at Ignatius with suspicion. He was a sharp dresser, with his crisp white shirt, undoubtably from Jermyn Street, and a green tie with golden brocade. A black waistcoat from Saville Row, and trousers to match. He wore a brown leather belt with a discreet pistol attached on his right side and a Derringer on his left. Ignatius was convinced he probably concealed other weapons, too. Lawrence was a master swordsman in his younger years, something that Ignatius pondered, considering how he would fair against Indigo in a duel.

			“You’re not what I expected, Ignatius.”

			He didn’t reply. Not sure how to.

			“You don’t look deranged, but your last two reports…”

			He slammed his fist on the leather inlay.

			“This has got to stop, man! Do you hear me? It’s so fantastical, it can’t be true.”

			Ignatius cleared his throat. “You doubt my integrity, sir?”

			“Then tell me more. Make me believe…”

			Ignatius rubbed his chin in deep thought.

			“I shouldn’t have to make you believe. We are Union Jacks, an organisation with a long proud history, descended from Brutus. My reports are genuine. This world we live on is a mere speck. An insignificant speck in a vast cosmic ocean of energy, with other dimensions, other planes… and yes, other beings! We are talking…” He hesitated. “Gods!… Unless we start to understand this in detail, the Empire, humanity will stagnate. It will lose out on the greatest body of knowledge ever known to mankind.

			We have seen it, sir! We have been face-to-face with the creator, with the many faces of the Omnisoul, the creator of the entire cosmos.

			This knowledge, this burden left me and Indigo with significantly changed views on the nature of life.”

			Lawrence was silent. Clouds of cigar smoke drifted around his head. Ignatius studied his face, trying to work out what he was thinking. Lawrence was cool. He gave very little away with his facial expressions. It was said that he was cold and calculating. He had a reputation for being ruthless with no hint of emotion. His claim to fame was he slaughtered twenty crazed shaman in the Far East, entering a forbidden temple in order to steal a golden idol which the locals venerated with such fanaticism it prevented them from working, carrying out their duties to aid the Empire. The shaman were women and gifted children, killed with his bare hands. The villagers, too frightened, were soon carrying out orders. Ignatius hoped the Union Jacks had moved a long way forward since such acts of barbarism.

			Lawrence looked at him through squinted eyes. “Go on.”

			“In true Union Jacks’ style, we had been investigating the whereabouts of an ancient text, purported to have been written by the creator. It turned out there were two books, books of great power. Power which would be very dangerous in the wrong hands. We were carrying out our duties, to protect the Empire.”

			“So where are these ancient texts now?” Cold, unblinking, steel blue eyes locked onto Ignatius.

			“Gone! They no longer exist on earth, which in reality is a relief. However, we encountered seven terrible beings, the Charon, who are supernatural, immortal. Gods, if you will.”

			At this point, Lawrence nearly choked on his tobacco. He removed his cigar and leaned forward, his squinting eyes burning holes in Ignatius’s soul.

			“And if all of this is true, and, if I may, you don’t strike me as mad! What now?”

			“There is another relic from the creation. It’s known as the Flaming Celestial Pearl. But we have no idea where it might be. Or what powers it possesses.”

			“A pearl, you say? Of significance?” Lawrence went silent and began to frown. There was a lengthy pause.

			“I know of someone who may be able to help you. There are many mainstream legends coming out of the East regarding Celestial Pearls. It’s a common theme, usually adapted to suit the country that owns that legend. Most of these have been handed down though the great oral tradition over thousands of years and the only part of the world I can think of that has so many legends about pearls is the Far East. But more of this later. Now what of this weapon? A sonic blaster, you called it.”

			Ignatius reached into the leather holster strapped to his right thigh. “A demonstration, perhaps?”

			Ignatius wasn’t sure if his tone was slightly mocking.

			“By all means. You have my full attention.”

			Ignatius lifted the weapon and took aim at the bronze lion statue on Lawrence’s desk. Then, adjusting some brass dials on the back of the weapon, he pulled the trigger. The statue began to vibrate until it looked like it was about to topple over, then it raised off the desk and just hovered a few inches from the burr walnut surface.

			“Remarkable!” Lawrence’s eyes were wide open in astonishment.

			“All matter is a vibration. The whole cosmos vibrates. Get the vibration correct, and you can affect matter, move objects, or even destroy them.”

			Without warning, Lawrence bellowed, “Jenkins, come and see this. It’s incredible.”

			The door promptly opened, and Jenkins arrived.

			“Take this weapon and show it to the tech boys, will you? They need to start replicating it immediately. Send one to each Chapter House.”

			Ignatius reluctantly handed the weapon over.

			“Oh, don’t worry, you’ll get it back before you leave. They’re damned quick in that workshop. Now tell me, what of Indigo? You said in your report, she died. And that somehow, she has special powers. Explain.”

			“Yes sir. That’s true. She died during the mission. Somehow, I was able to summon power beyond my natural ability. How, I don’t know.”

			Lawrence cut him off, “what do you mean, man? You summoned power?”

			“Yes, sir. I don’t how, but at that moment in time, I summoned a power from nowhere and brought her back to life.”

			“And have you been able to do this since?”

			“No, I have had no cause to, sir. I don’t know how to summon it again at will.”

			“Jenkins!” shouted Lawrence. The door opened without delay again, just as Lawrence opened the drawer of his desk and took out a small steam pistol and without warning fired it. There was a loud crack and hiss of steam as a shot hit Jenkins on his left shoulder. Wide-eyed, he fell backwards to the floor, disbelief painted on his face, a red stain widening on his shirt, blood dripping from beneath his cuff forming a puddle on the floor.

			Ignatius looked on, horrified and in total disbelief. Lawrence was cold and unmoved. “So let’s give it a go, shall we? Over to you, Ignatius, save him.”

			Ignatius felt the whole world go into slow motion. He’d heard that Lawrence was cold and calculated, but this was something else. Rumour had it that he once killed three of his own men to clear a path and reach an assassin that had tried to kill the Queen. Lawrence was Empire through and through, nothing else mattered. Ignatius had often wondered if he had risen to the top position via nefarious means.

			As Ignatius moved from his chair, his legs felt like lead. Instinctively, he placed his right hand with the birthmark over his right eye. He looked out across the thirty-one planes. Disorientated at first, his eyes became accustomed to the sights before him. A host of colours swirled before him as whole worlds rushed by. He saw strangers going about their everyday life, he saw sea creatures grow leg-like appendages and walk onto the beach. His mind pulled him back into the room and these images faded from sight as his eyes now focused on Jenkins before him. He was gasping for air and Ignatius could now see a colourful aura around him. It flickered and was constantly changing shape, it shone like the yellow sun and at its edges a deep black began to creep over it, absorbing the yellow. Jenkins was dying.

			Ignatius concentrated on his wound; geometric shapes radiated out of it like a never-ending fractal. Ignatius placed his left hand on Jenkins’s wound. His hand appeared to disappear, absorbed by the fractal, and he withdrew it quickly. He tried again, more successfully, and Ignatius felt it grow warm. His whole arm began to ache. It felt heavy, numb and his hand felt like it was on fire. He felt sweat form on his brow and run down the back of his neck. His head throbbed and he felt his heart race. He moved his hand around Jenkins’s shoulder, hovering just about the bullet wound. By now, Jenkins had stopped breathing, his aura had turned almost completely black. Ignatius focused and the fractal began to undulate in a wave-like motion until it began to dissolve. He caught a glimpse of the cosmos, a densely starred gas field of all colours shifted before him. It then vanished to be replaced by colourful sine waves that radiated from his fingertips and encircled Jenkins arm and shoulder.

			Lawrence looked on but could see none of what Ignatius could see and feel. He took a step closer to see what he was doing, and as he did so the wound on Jenkins’s shoulder began to fade, leaving behind just a blood-stained hole in his shirt. Ignatius saw his aura begin to re-glow yellow and orange, it sparked, and flecks of fire danced around his entire body.

			Jenkins let out a great gasp of air and his body jolted. Opening his eyes, he shot upright, looking dazed, not knowing where he was or what had happened. Two other clerics came and dragged his weakened body out of the office and closed the door behind them.

			Anger filled Ignatius. “What’s wrong with you?” he shouted at Lawrence. “How could you just kill in cold blood like that, and one of our own!”

			Through half-closed eyes, Lawrence calmly offered an answer. “Sometimes it’s a necessary evil. In the field, only one thing matters, that’s the mission and the protection of the Empire.”

			He resumed smoking his cigar as Ignatius returned to his seat.

			“Still, it proves one thing Ignatius, you are telling the truth, and you do still have the power. It’s fascinating. How do you do it?”

			“I have no idea. It would appear, I just can.” Ignatius was raging inside but successfully hid it.

			“So, what happed to Indigo, after you revived her?”

			“After her revival, she was significantly changed. She has been left with powers greater than mine, the like of which we are not quite sure yet. She is now our most valuable asset, which is why we faked her death with a funeral. The world believes her to be dead and only a few know the truth. I thought it was convenient, but to what end, I don’t know, but the situation may be useful. But I don’t have to explain. She is here, she can show you.”

			Leaning forward with a frown, and sucking on his cigar, Lawrence shared knowledge that Ignatius was unaware of, “trouble is, news has leaked out, but we don’t know how, that she had special powers, some are saying she was a psychic, far-sighted, or a witch. We have managed to keep it out of the Penny Dreadfuls for now, but it’s a good job she is believed to be dead, we don’t want journalists, if you can call them that, poking around. Who knows what they may discover. Where is she now?”

			Ignatius had a deeply furrowed brow and was concerned both for Indigo and the Union. “In the waiting room, sir.”

			“Then bring her in, I want to meet the enigmatic Indigo Gemstone.”

			Indigo was beckoned into the office and Lawrence introduced himself.

			“What happened to Jenkins?” she enquired, looking at Ignatius with one raised eyebrow. There was no time to answer before Lawrence interjected. “Now, Ignatius here tells me you have acquired some remarkable powers during your last mission. I’d like you to demonstrate them.”

			Indigo turned to Lawrence for the first time since entering the room. Through squinted eyes she released an almost inaudible gasp, then composed herself, looking at Ignatius with displeasure. “What? You mean my death? Well, not sure I can replicate that, sir!” She was defiant. She was not happy at being put on the spot.

			“No, no, no! I mean your actual powers. What is it you can do?”

			She looked again at Ignatius, who gave a gentle sly nod of his head.

			“Very well! She closed her eyes and could see the lion statue on Lawrence’s desk in the darkness of her mind. She thought for a moment, then, concentrated her thoughts, her vibrations. She felt her body grow warm, a fire burned within, a cosmic fire that ignited the birth of stars and illuminated the colours of every nebula in the cosmos. She became breathless and had outstretched her right arm. She felt her hand glow warm as an orange aura swirled around it. Lawrence felt uneasy and moved his chair away from the desk. The aura travelled out from her being and the statue began to tremble once more. It raised off the desk and then without warning, burst into a million tiny fragments of bronze that showered the office.

			Lawrence looked on, horrified by what he had witnessed. Indigo opened her eyes and lowered her arm. “Just a fraction of my power, I’d say. Wouldn’t you?” And she looked at Ignatius, who felt uncomfortable at the demonstration. Indigo then turned and left the office, still furious at Ignatius for putting her forward as some sort of exhibit. The door slammed behind her.

			“Extraordinary! I’m speechless, old boy,” said Lawrence. “I think this calls for a whiskey,” and he opened the bottom drawer of his desk, removing a bottle of single malt Scotch and two glasses. He poured two drinks and offered one to Ignatius.

			“Pity, I quite liked that statue. It was given to me by the Queen for my service.” He seemed to drift off as if reliving a distant memory. “So, you’ve actually encountered supernatural beings?”

			“Yes, sir. Demons, ghouls, and… if I may, sir? Gods. They actually exist, sir.”

			“Really? I know the Chapter House of Pretani have had dealings with local shamans conjuring up spirits, ghosts if you will. But gods, Ignatius?”

			He didn’t answer.

			“Right! I think we need a plan of action. I have no doubt about any of your reports. Now this pearl. What I’m about to tell you is in the strictest confidence. As you know, we have twelve Chapter Houses.”

			He leaned forward and lowered his voice to almost a whisper. “Well, there is another. A highly secretive Chapter, the House of Esoterica, for want of a better name. Very few know about it. Just me and the members of that Chapter. They are based in Tibet, high up in the Himalayas, so not easy to get to, at the temple in the sacred city of Lhasa. They have rooms hidden beneath the Tavern of Good Fortune that connect with the temple.” He took a sip of his Scotch. “You will have to tread carefully, the city is so sacred, they don’t take kindly to strangers. The Master there is a woman called Helena and her number one is Nicholas. She will be able to fill you in about the pearl, the local legends and the like. It’s the only place where you are likely to obtain information about a celestial pearl.”

			“How will I find her?”

			“You won’t! She will find you. But just in case this is her.” He opened his drawer and withdrew a daguerreotype. She was a stout, stern looking woman with several chins. Matronly, with large piercing, hypnotic eyes. She looked solid and the kind you wouldn’t want to mess with. But she looked more like a wrestler than an agent for the Union.

			“For a long time now, she has spoken of the esoteric and things not of this world. At first, I was sceptical, but there have been more and more happenings recently of an occult nature. I just needed you to confirm your story today. I have already briefed Her Majesty.”

			His cold hard eyes squinted as Ignatius felt them piercing his very soul, as he stared at him across the desk.

			“When do you suggest we depart, sir?”

			“As soon as possible, of course. See Jenkins, or I mean, whoever, on the way out and he’ll sort out some transport, you know, tickets, money, and anything else you should require. Very good. Good day to you, Ignatius.”

			Ignatius got up to leave, and as he reached the door to open it, Lawrence added, “I’m not sure where all this is headed, Ignatius, but take care. But if, as you say, we are dealing with cosmic events, then we need to be on top of this. The Empire needs to contemplate its place, not just in this world, but also in space. As you can imagine, Her Majesty is keen to seize any power that will increase the strength of the Empire beyond all measure. Indeed, if it’s possible, she is keen on developing a Celestial Empire herself. I shall require an audience with the Queen to discuss this latest intelligence and our response to space exploration. But not a word of this to anyone.” 

			“Gracious, sir! I had no idea.”

			“No! Nobody does. In fact, it’s just Her Majesty, you, me and the Prime Minister. So don’t let me down, Ignatius. We don’t want the French or the Dutch hearing about this.”

			On the other side of the door, Ignatius spoke to another agent. Jenkins was nowhere to be seen, as expected. The man had just returned with his sonic blaster.

			“The tech boys are really excited about this, Ignatius. They had a good look and took some measurements. They think they’ll be able to replicate it and test them in about a month.”

			“Very well. Lawrence has requested I go to Tibet, and you will sort out all the arrangements.”

			“Very good,” the man replied as he got to work on numerous pieces of paper to organise travel plans. Ignatius looked around for Indigo, but there was no obvious sign of her. Eventually, he found her in a small side office. As he entered, he could feel her pain.

			“I’m sorry, Indigo. That was thoughtless of me. But I thought it was best Lawrence experienced it for himself. It’s all very well explaining these strange tales, but to witness something with his own eyes, that means even more than I can explain to him.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. But I want to forget the whole ordeal. But I do understand. I really do.” But deep down, Indigo was not happy. She had a strange sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

			Ignatius reached out his arms and embraced her, not knowing how to break the next news. She shrugged him off and stepped aside, out of his reach.

			“We need to return to Oxford as soon as we can, we are… we are travelling to Tibet.”

			Chapter 2: Spirit of the Empire

			They could see the great airship from a distance as they travelled through the countryside to the airfield. Sunlight glinted off the brass structure. The HM Spirit of the Empire was a magnificent ship, the biggest in the fleet and said to be the fastest despite its size. It was rumoured to have crossed the Atlantic in record time. Too big to be tethered to the usual masts in Oxford, this great leviathan hovered just off the ground and was tied to several squat concrete structures weighting it to the earth.

			The hull of the ship cast a shadow, plunging parts of industrial Cowley into darkness. It swayed gently in the breeze, tethered to the iron mesh tower that stood atop of the Military College. As Ignatius and Indigo approached, they could see hundreds of people milling around the airfield. They were smartly dressed in fine silks and top hats, a sea of pastel colours. These were the rich and elite of society, entrepreneurs, financiers, high-end businessmen and women, the only people who could afford such a long-distance journey in comfort and splendour. They could see activity within the docking station. Porters were carrying luggage up the steel staircase to stow safely in the hold. The crew were making last minute checks around the hull of the ship, checking the fabric and rudders.

			The rigid outer shell of the airship was made from wood and brass, all intricately carved or cast to adorn the vessel with some unnecessary splendour. HM Spirit of the Empire was the jewel in the crown of the Star Line fleet. The enormous, elongated hull gleamed in the morning light, a vast array of heavily varnished teak and polished brass, with each rivet sparkling like precious stones, the gas bags were of the finest Chinese silk. The air was filled with the drone of the two large bronze propellers at the rear that would push the ship along on its journey. Occasionally a hiss of steam departed from a vent along the fins that were shaped like those of a giant fish.

			Beneath the great gas bags hung three large gondolas. The first was the passenger quarters and amenities, the second the dining room and saloon, kitchens and dining areas and the third, at the rear, was the crew’s quarters, some sixty strong, along with the luggage hold. This was the biggest airship ever built and boasted the ability to travel the entire globe without ever landing. This was due to the large water tanks that were secured beneath the wings and the gigantic copper boilers that took up most of the space in the engine room.

			A network of thick pipework ran the length of the ship, carrying steam from the boiler room to the engines. In front of the three gondolas, the captain, wearing his leather aviator’s cap, and his first mate, could be seen on the bridge of the ship, with a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree panoramic view of the skies. Gas lanterns were dotted along the sides illuminating the entire vessel. Beneath the middle of the airship hung a small dirigible, an escape vessel if needed, although it was only large enough to hold about ten people.

			At the extremities, front and back, slung beneath the entirety of the ship were two glass domes that housed long-range steam cannons for protection against pirates. Behind the tail fin there was another gun emplacement and an oversized Union flag, flapping in the breeze and proudly displaying the red, white, and blue of the Empire. This was a floating fortress. 

			Suddenly, there was increased activity as the porters finished loading the luggage, most of which was large leather trunks held together with brass corners, rivets and clasps. The guards started to usher the remaining passengers aboard and the platform began to clear. There was a cry of orders from various officials and a flurry of activity, with uniformed men rushing this way and that. Most of the female passengers were dressed in fine silk dresses adorned with jewellery and fur stoles around their shoulders and were very much dressed for the occasion. Indigo looked on bemused. She was dressed for the occasion, too. An occasion that would probably involve extremes of weather, a good deal of hiking in icy terrain, uncomfortable nights with few home comforts and insect bites. She did, however, come prepared for evening with finery to rival that of her fellow passengers. But she knew her dress sense was more practical. She wore a leather fedora that had concealed under its brim a veil to stop any enthusiastic mosquitos, a thick tweed sporting jacket with vents at the rear to allow for reaching arms up comfortably when shooting, and sturdy riding breeches with knee-high riding boots. To create layers for warmth, she wore a thick cotton blouse and velvet waistcoat with another shorter tweed inner jacket beneath her outer coat. This gave her plenty of storage for her usual armoury of twin derringers, a steam cannon, and a short sword for close combat. She guessed not many other guests were as well equipped. Ignatius was dressed in his usual attire of striped breeches, heavy boots, white cotton shirt open at the neck with a cravat strung loosely around his neck, his engineer’s waistcoat, short jacket and a greatcoat for warmth. Indigo glanced down at his luggage, he travelled with an old heavily used and battered Gladstone bag. He obviously travelled lighter than Indigo, but she wasn’t sure where the provision was for a dinner jacket for evenings.

			A ticket master stood at the stairway checking tickets before letting the passengers board. He looked very smart in his deep leaf-green uniform with gold epaulets and a peaked cap. His hair was white, and he sported a large handlebar moustache, which he twitched as Ignatius approached. He checked their tickets.

			“Good morning, sir! Ma’am. Isambard Ignatius and Eliza Patience, all in order. I do hope your journey is comfortable?”

			He touched his cap and took Indigo’s hand to assist her entry to the stairway, not that she needed it. They were led to their cabins by stewards who were dressed almost as finely as the ticket master.

			“Eliza Patience?”

			“Well, I thought it best, I mean Indigo Gemstone is dead, remember?” He gave her a huge warm smile. Ignatius had booked a cabin each to spare Indigo any embarrassment, it wouldn’t do to be cohabitating in public, although they did have adjoining doors.

			The cabins were sparse with regard to fittings, to save weight, but opulent in the use of materials, silk and finest cotton, the bed covered in furs in preparation for the journey to the icy realm of Tibet. Their luggage had been brought to their cabin; her colourful carpet bag sat next to her nightstand. After entering her room, she stepped out into the corridor to get her bearings so she knew whereabouts in the ship she was staying, At the far end, she could see a wizened old man with wispy white hair. Lambeth! Of course, Ignatius had brought his manservant along, who seemed to be struggling with the rest of the luggage.

			Good evening miss, er, Patience. I do believe I’m quartered here next to Ignatius,” he explained.

			“Hello, Lambeth, let me help you with that,” she said, taking hold of a handle on the trunk. It was much smaller than the rest of the trunks she had seen being loaded, but all the same. It was a trunk.

			“Why didn’t you let the porters load it, Lambeth?”

			“Ah! Well, I wanted to see it wasn’t damaged. Ignatius has some important items in here, miss.”

			Ignatius heard the conversation and stepped out. “Very good, Lambeth. Let me give you a hand.” 

			Soon the trunk was stowed in Lambeth’s cabin, As Ignatius retreated back to his own cabin, Indigo questioned him. “What’s in the trunk, Ignatius? What is so precious that you haven’t permitted the porters to bring it aboard?”

			Ignatius gave a wry smile. “It’s nothing. Just some equipment we may need when we get to Tibet. Nothing to be concerned about.”

			Indigo smiled at him. “Hmmm. I know you.” But she didn’t pursue the conversation.

			Each returned to their respective cabins and rendezvoused later for dinner. Ignatius had changed into a dinner suit. Indigo had never witnessed him look so smart. “You scrub up well, Ignatius,” she laughed. Indigo was dressed in the fashion of the day, wearing a pale olive-green dress.

			“Fully armed?” enquired Ignatius.

			“Of course. A lady should never be without,” she replied lifting her dress to reveal a derringer tucked into the top of her stockings. “But one wrong move and this short sword is likely to pierce my ribs.”

			Ignatius raised an eyebrow.

			“I’m going to eat in my cabin,” said Lambeth.

			“Very well, we will see you later,” replied Ignatius, looping his arm for Indigo to put hers through his.

			As they entered the dining room, it was a grand place. No expense had been spared. Crystal chandeliers hung above the tables and the vaulted ceiling was painted to depict white fluffy clouds floating across a pale blue sky. Cherubs peeked from behind some of the clouds and birds were depicted in majestic flight.

			They were escorted to a table next to the windows, where the maître d’ adjusted their chairs and handed Ignatius the wine list in a most extravagant way before turning his attention to other guests.

			“So why do all these people wish to travel to Tibet?” asked Indigo.

			“Oh, I don’t know. I guess some are merchants looking to import goods, silks, tea, Buddhist icons and paraphernalia. Some will be bankers looking to broker such trade deals, others will be explorers and botanists seeking new flora to bring back to Blighty. Some of the shadier passengers may be arms dealers. Who knows? And some…” he paused and seemed to be looking beyond the time and place they were currently in, “some might just be on a spiritual journey, seeking solace, they may never return, looking for a simpler existence.”

			“I’d settle for that right now.” Indigo smiled, her face glowing and at ease after the previous period in their lives. But this might just be a fleeting moment, she wouldn’t know if the nightmares had stopped until she closed her eyes that night.

			Chapter 3: A Short Delay

			The journey took them out over Norway, passing over the country’s breathtaking mountain ranges, which were broken only by the intricate tapestry of fjords with their glaciers reflecting the sun as evening approached. Dotted around the valleys and fjords, the towns turned into an image of sparkling lights, twinkling in the low light as dusk enveloped all.

			The dining room was busy as passengers took to their evening meal. Only the finest bone China and silver cutlery was in use. The airship boasted a well-stocked wine cellar and corks popped and bubbles began to flow. This was not going to be an arduous journey by any means. This was fine dining in the air, the height of luxury.

			The dining room was buzzing with low-level chatter, refined and intelligent conversation, each table trying not to cause disturbance to their surrounding diners. As Indigo looked around, she saw ladies in their finest dresses, wearing hats of delicate intricacy, decorated with flowers or ribbons of the finest Indian silk. The gentlemen were all dressed in black evening suits, sporting top hats or bowlers. Some were more avantgarde with steam elements of gears and fine gold chains or mechanisms to illustrate they were forward-thinking, modern men of society with an interest in the latest technology of the Empire.

			What neither Union Jack noticed was a gentleman dining alone in the furthest corner of the dining room, his bowler hat pulled down low over his eyes, his face in shadow. He wore no adornment, dressed in black with a white collar and buckled shoes. The butt of a steam cannon created a large bulge in his jacket pocket. Eating silently, he spoke to no one and was careful not to draw attention to himself.

			Shortly, dinner was served, a rich meal of pheasant and vegetables, fit for a king. The Star Line Company really had excelled in their hospitality. Ignatius sat nursing an after-dinner whiskey and Indigo sipped at her gin gazing out of the window next to their table. In the distance against the fluffy white clouds that drifted slowly and peacefully by, she saw a large dark-coloured bird. Its flight was elegant as it swooped upwards on the air currents, occasionally flapping its wings once to power it onto a different current. It circled and spiralled lower, almost out of view, then, changing direction, it flew directly at the airship, coming to perch on one of the side wings.

			“Look at this, Ignatius, it’s a beautiful bird. An eagle.”

			It stretched its wings displaying an impressive wingspan as Ignatius looked out.

			“Well I never!” he exclaimed. “Nature really is beautiful.”

			Th eagle soared majestically above the gas bags of the airship and vanished from sight. 

			“He’s gone. I can’t see him,” said Indigo, and the two agents sat staring out of the window watching the magnificent sight of the mountains and glaciers below. The air was silent. Even the whir of the dual propellers was faint in the thin air high above the snow-capped mountains.

			Looking out again, Ignatius observed that the craggy mountains appeared to be getting closer. “Are we descending?”

			Indigo looked out and could see the deep forested slopes that led down to the valleys begin to grow, getting nearer. “We are.”

			Ignatius searched the frozen blue landscape beneath for a dwelling where they were likely to land. He saw nothing. Soon the whole dining cart became aware that the airship had lost altitude and before long it was drifting gently over a large glacier, with the steep sides of the fjord on either side. The ship was running through the narrow channel, but with no obvious reason why. Chatter spread out and grew in volume throughout the dining cart.

			Ignatius was first out of his seat and made his way to the door, followed by Indigo and several other passengers. They encountered a steward, a tall thin man dressed in a white jacket. “What’s happening man? Why have we descended?” demanded Ignatius.

			“I don’t know, sir. I’m sure there is nothing to be alarmed at. The captain knows what he is doing,” he added reassuringly. “Perhaps we should all make our way back to the dining room?”

			Ignatius and Indigo ignored him and pressed on, making their way towards the bridge. Making their way along the steel grid platform they soon encountered two armed guards, dressed entirely in black. “I’m sorry, sir, ma’am. You cannot approach the bridge. We are the air marshals and we have been given strict orders for all passengers to go about their usual business. So, if you wouldn’t mind,” he extended a hand out to gesture for the two Union Jacks to return the way they had come.

			Ignatius looked offended and stood his ground, “Please! Old boy, if you wouldn’t mind. Tell the captain he has Isambard Ignatius onboard, and I am on the Queen’s business, so any delay to my work will obviously be looked on unfavourably. Or, if there is any alarm, I need to know as the Queen’s orders may be severely affected.”

			Ignatius seldom declared his work for the Queen, and even now, this was not strictly true. Yes, they were working on behalf of her Majesty’s government, via the Union, but Ignatius needed to know if there was any danger.

			“Very well. Wait here,” said one of the burley marshals, who retreated to the bridge whilst the other kept a keen eye on Ignatius and Indigo. After a few minutes he returned, “Very well, this way please, sir,” and he led the two of them on to the bridge.

			The captain was a grey-haired thin man with large white handlebar moustache and thick bushy eyebrows. He looked like an ex-brigadier from the armed forces. “Good evening, Mr Ignatius. I am told you are on business for Her Majesty.” He raised a questioning eyebrow and his moustache twitched.

			“We are, captain. Exactly what, I am not at liberty to say. But I am concerned. Is there a problem? We seem to be flying awfully low, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

			The captain looked at the two of them suspiciously. Then after a few moments where he seemed to be muttering to himself, he replied, “I am not sure what is going on at the moment. My man in the crow’s nest thinks he saw two dirigibles tailing us, so we have come low to try and lure them out of the thick cloud cover above. But there’s been no sight of them yet. Which I don’t understand. They should be a lot faster than this old girl and have no problem catching us up. But we also think somebody has been tampering with one of the engines. A most serious matter. If this is all correct, our journey to Tibet is going to be a very long and arduous flight with all of my men on constant high alert!”

			“I see. Do you know who or why?” asked Ignatius.

			“Not at all. However, may I enquire if you have anything of value aboard? Do you carry anything for Her Majesty that is of value?”

			“Not at all. It is only the two of us. Passengers only with nothing of value, not monetary, or even a letter. I can assure you that we are of no interest to any other parties, or to be the target of any attack.”

			Indigo looked at Ignatius, a little incredulous. But said nothing. It was true, they had nothing of value. But as for enemies, or a reason to stop them reaching Tibet, there were many.

			“Very well,” replied the captain, “I am sorry for any inconvenience, or delay in your royal duty, but events are out of my hands. We must proceed with caution. Now, if you will forgive me, sir, I must decide on our journey forwards and make a plan. This journey is for ten days; at this rate, it’s going to take a lot longer!”

			The captain turned his back and walked away to a large layout table where he resumed studying charts using a set of dividers and a compass.

			Ignatius and Indigo turned to leave and as they approached the door to the bridge, the captain let out a cry, “What… what is wrong with this?”

			They turned to see a confused captain and navigator both staring at the compass. The captain was tapping the top of the glass with his finger as if trying to influence the needle. Returning, Ignatius could see the needle was spinning wildly in full rotations. Magnetic north seemed to mean nothing to it.

			“Please! Mr Ignatius, you are going to have to leave, so my men and I can decide on our course!”

			The air marshal ushered them off the bridge and back into the corridor. As they made their way back towards their cabins, they were trying to work out what was going on.

			“Something is afoot, Ignatius. There is definitely something strange taking place,” said Indigo. “But I can’t decide if it is to delay our journey, to prevent us from getting to Tibet, or merely a rival company seeking to compromise Star Line or worse, a foreign power trying to falter the Empire.”

			Ignatius seemed to be vacant, replying with a simple, “quite”.

			Indigo could see he was gazing out of the nearest window, looking to the distance. “What is it?”

			“That eagle is definitely following us.”

			Indigo looked out and could see the eagle swooping down on to the deck of the airship before returning to the air, only to swoop again, and again, before deciding on a suitable part of one of the gondolas to land and perch.

			“Come on, let’s go and see where he is,” said Indigo. The two Union Jacks made their way towards one of the other gondolas, where the great bird of prey had landed. As they approached, they could see a large dark shadow that repeatedly shifted its weight from foot to foot.

			The large black silhouette perched on the deck, his huge dangerous-looking talons gripping the brass rail with such a powerful force, it looked like he could easily crush a man’s arm. His intelligent eyes blinked and his head turned now and then, inquisitive to his surroundings. Occasionally, he spread his wings to stretch them. 

			“I wonder what the bird wants? Or do you think he is just curious because he’s never seen an airship before?” said Indigo.

			The three of them stood staring at each other for a while. It was like the bird was scrutinising the two Union Jacks. He shifted his weight from foot to foot and peered again with suspicion.

			“Well, we can’t stay here all day. We must press on. I wonder if the two dirigibles have some means of disrupting our compass,” said Ignatius, thinking out loud. Making their way to an outer walkway, Ignatius held his right hand to his eye, the eye-shaped birthmark on display, like an eye tattooed on his hand. He looked around before covering his eye, searching for the dirigibles amongst the clouds, but could see nothing. Looking below all he saw was the pastel colours of a frozen fjord veiled in mist. He lifted his right hand, rubbed the birthmark with his left. He held his hand over his right eye again to see if events were a little clearer. He gasped and momentarily removed his hand. He could never quite get used to using the power this blemish gave him. He tried again. Attempting to look at the fjord surrounding them, he struggled, his sight kept peering onto other planes. He saw strange beasts and skies of unnatural colours. Eventually, focusing hard, he looked upon the fjord and into the sky above, but saw nothing. After a few moments, he became aware he was now staring through time. Viking longboats were moored along the shore and campfires filled the air with soot. It was no use. He removed his hand.

			“I can’t see anything of any value.” At which point, the airship lurched a little and began to rise, rapidly lifting itself out of the greyed-out landscape and into the clouds before going full-steam ahead. Returning to their table, there was some chatter in the dining room again about the unusual stop, but before long passengers had forgotten about this minor inconvenience and resumed their business, the airship continuing unhindered on its long voyage.

			Chapter 4: Ransacked

			The airship continued its journey, heading over St. Petersburg in Russia, their flight path taking the shortest route, heading north east before dropping down and heading south east. With nothing much else to do, Indigo was gazing out over the many islands that comprised this beautiful city in the delta of the Neva River. The Winter Palace, home to the Tsar, drifted by. Indigo could see soldiers below, taken by surprise, trying to ready their weapons to take aim at a vehicle from a rival Empire, but they were too slow. The captain sent message for more steam and within no time the airship was heading for the Ural mountains.

			It was getting late, and the two Union Jacks decided to retire for the night. As they approached their cabins, Ignatius could see that his door was slightly ajar. Silently, he held his hand up to signal Indigo to be cautious. He removed a small pistol from the inside pocket of his jacket and crept towards the door, poised to shoot if necessary. Indigo stood the other side of it with her derringer in her hand, ready to follow Ignatius in. He threw the door open and hurled himself into the cabin, rapidly followed by Indigo, and although it was quite obvious it had been searched, they were alone.

			Ignatius quickly shut the door behind them.

			“What were they after?” asked Indigo. “And what’s more, who knows we are on board? I don’t fancy spending the entirety of the trip looking over my shoulder. And it’s a very long trip!”

			Ignatius rubbed his chin. “I don’t know who they are Indigo, but I might know what they are after.”

			“What? Tell me”

			“Well, I have obviously brought Enoch Slipnot’s book with me, just in case it gives up any information of value. But I’ve also got maps and…” He paused, checking outside the cabin before closing the door again and locking it. “Remember we took some books from the library at the Administorium before it was all destroyed? I can only assume they may be after those, but I don’t know if any of them are significant.”

			“Where are they? Have they been stolen?”

			“No. I think they are quite safe. They are in my trunk with Lambeth.”

			The two Union Jacks looked at each other and then both exclaimed in unison, “Lambeth!”

			Hurrying outside into the corridor, they knocked on Lambeth’s door, but there was no reply. Ignatius knocked again, this time in a peculiar sequence. The knocks were obviously a code or signal of some sort that only he and Lambeth knew.

			Indigo could hear movement from inside and then the sound of the lock. Lambeth opened the door to peer out with just one eye to check if it was safe. As the door opened fully, a dazed and bloodied Lambeth staggered backwards and perched on his bed.

			“I’m sorry, sir. He overpowered me and I took a blow to the head. I think I was out cold for a while.”

			Ignatius rushed to the man’s aid, checking his head. A scarlet wound crossed his head, his white hair matted and stained. “Not at all, Lambeth. There’s nothing you could have done. Are you alright?”

			“I… I think I just need to rest.” His eyes were full of sorrow, and he gripped Ignatius’s arm tightly, his knuckles turning white, “he didn’t get anything, sir. Nothing. He searched your room and, hearing the noise, I went to investigate. Obviously, he didn’t expect me, or that I am travelling with you. So, he didn’t look in here.” He grinned as best he could, displaying blood between his teeth.

			“I’m going to see if I can find a medic,” said Indigo. “He’s going to need more help than we can give him.”

			Ignatius began to tidy his cabin so it didn’t look too obvious to anyone who came to help. Before long, Indigo returned with a doctor, who quickly attended to Lambeth and although he didn’t ask too many questions, he eyed Ignatius with suspicion and said that he would have to report this to the captain for security reasons, then left.
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