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~ In which thoughts about the conflict are heard; Lord Cecil debates his next move, and a covert experiment is prepared for ~




General Browning sat back from the surveillance console. The inlaid brass and zinc-laden desk was the central position from where he could monitor the defences of the Cavorite factory. Many uniformed officers milled about the room, busily performing their duties.

“The bridge is yours, Captain Morris,” he said to the man beside him. He cast one last glimpse at the viewing screens that showed various viewpoints of the factory. Several showed every approach road to the facility, another the missile launch silos, and the rest kept general surveillance of all surrounding areas.

“Very well, sir,” replied Morrison, seating himself in the seat Browning had just vacated. The general looked weary, but felt even worse. He had been experiencing great difficulty sleeping; his mind was focused on what seemed to be waiting for something catastrophic to happen. 

He knew it was common knowledge now that the traitor Corrigan had assisted the Martians in their invasion of Earth, and his efforts would no doubt be richly rewarded by his Martian masters. He was only too aware of the British government’s impasse—they seemed to be waiting for him to make his move. Still, the attack failed once the Martians came into contact with Earth’s natural germs—the everyday bacteria that every person on Earth had developed immunity to from birth.

Browning considered for a moment that Corrigan’s current plight might have forced him to consider surrender or at least retreat. But the man had arrogance to spare, for he had a small force of Dependables remaining at his disposal - artificially augmented soldiers that were a fearsome foe to face. Instead of considering his current plight to be a defeat, on he went, assassinating not only the Queen but the government as well. Yet in doing so, he had lost one of his two remaining Dependables to the superior technology of the salvaged Martian tripods. 

Now, he had but one option remaining. The Martians required samples of Earth’s germs and bacteria to examine and neutralise in their laboratories. It was presumably Corrigan’s task, no doubt given by the Martians, to deliver said bacteria to them. The only way to achieve this was to steal the interplanetary ships powered by Cavorite, which was the only way for anything to leave planet Earth and journey to the red planet.

Browning considered the unique and startling properties of the Cavorite, for it was a new discovery brought to the attention of The British government a scant year ago. It had amazing properties - if exposed to light, a surface coated in this strange liquid developed anti-gravity properties. With a modicum of ease, it was possible to control this by covering and uncovering this surface, turning the exposure to a light source on and off. With such a substance and its radiant energy properties, it could invest such an object resistant to all gravitation. In short, it would make a vehicle fly if coated in Cavorite.

Cavor had expounded—at great length, in fact—on all the potential uses of such a substance, primarily aiming for adventure and furthering scientific knowledge. The government had, of course, only considered its military uses.

He strode out of the control room and looked at the rocket sheds. He knew eight ships were nearly completed there that would give the Martians precisely what they deserved. Now, the substance was ready to use. Earth bacteria and viruses had been concentrated by the cream of British scientists into single Micronic warheads. Such a force striking against the red planet would crash through the Martian surface and release the bacteria into the Martian cities, ending all Martian civilisation once and for all. It was an excellent plan, thought Browning, but he knew that Corrigan wanted to steal the ships for his own purpose – to disarm them and use them to safely deliver the bacteria to the enemy so it could be pored over and analysed by the Martians with the aim in mind of neutralising it. Should this occur, Earth would be defenceless!

However, doing so would require Corrigan to take control of the Cavorite factory. So far, he had not attempted to do so. The factory was well-defended, of course. Platoons of well-trained crack troops were inside it. War Ministry zeppelins patrolled the skies above Sheffield, causing the local population a general unease. He considered if Corrigan was stupid enough to attack the factory, then the government had at its disposal more than enough forces available to them to make him regret it. 

Time was running out for Corrigan and the Martians, and he intended to ensure the ships lifted off on time. The Cavorite ships were nearly ready, and the mechanical steam-driven Cavorite ships were almost ready to fly to Mars. All that was needed was for the final distillation of the Bacteria to come to an end. In a brief space of time, they could launch, and Corrigan could go to hell, for the fate of Mars would be sealed. It was a gambit that seemed to be working.

He constantly communicated with Holmes and the acting Prime Minister, Balfour. They seemed to consider that Corrigan’s recalcitrance to act meant he did not currently have the force of Dependables that such an assault on the factory would require. Holmes had bluntly stated that he thought Corrigan would seek to rectify this with all his powers, so they waited. 

Browning had been an army man all of his life. He understood the need for patience and waiting for the enemy to play their cards, but it still made him nervous and very worried indeed.


      [image: ]Beneath the city of London, in a bunker that few knew existed, Doctor Ellis and Doctor Frankenstein carefully supervised the installation of a vast array of medical equipment. As Doctor Frankenstein noted it on a clipboard, soldiers carried the equipment in a seemingly never-ending stream down the concrete steps.

“Ah, Mr Balfour!” called Ellis as the acting Prime Minister entered and descended the steep staircase to the centre of the room that contained a short concrete sarcophagus. Its lid was removed and leaned against the base of the casket. Inside, a short body lay, hands crossed across its chest.

“Doctors Ellis and Frankenstein,” said Balfour, “Your attendance is greatly appreciated by his majesty’s government.” By the nature of his birthright, Edward had automatically succeeded to the throne upon his mother’s death. He was to be crowned King at his coronation at a yet-to-be-decided date. The general opinion was that the coronation would be a great healing balm for the country and the Empire. Balfour was no fool, though. He recognised that the nature of the man who was now King was not a patch on the Queen who had reigned with a diligent hand for sixty-three years before him. Flippant of nature and considered too much of a man about town to be taken seriously, Balfour and his government had decided that it was the cards that fate had dealt them. They had no choice but to get on with it.

He glanced down at the ruined body inside the sarcophagus and sighed deeply.

“You have to make do with the tools you have,” he said.

“Quite.” said Doctor Frankenstein, glancing down into the cold concrete casket, “Quite.”
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~ In which Viktor enjoys a month’s worth of biscuits, a route is planned, and a Transylvanian guidebook is consulted ~





Viktor left in Victoria’s airship the following morning, which had been stationed nearby since her sudden disappearance. When Viktor first boarded the ship, it was lifeless, dusty and yet somehow eager for the journey, as if it had been waiting for him. Upon powering up the engine, the ship came alive. After a few circles around the surrounding countryside, he was confident he had complete control of the zeppelin. So, he used the speaking tube to contact Victoria, who was still convalescing in Little Cookham. 

“Everything seems in good order,” he told Victoria, “So I vill be on my way.” 

“You have all your supplies?” she asked, her voice filling the cabin. Viktor had switched the speaking tube to speaker mode, and her voice was loud and clear inside the ship. Viktor knew he was not an expert at piloting the ship, so relaying her voice to speaker mode was one less thing to worry about.

“I have my packages from Mr Primrose, ze butcher, yes. Sufficient for my journey. I vill not have to be making stops on ze way.”

“Very good,” said Victoria, stifling a yawn. Her energy levels were not as yet what they should be, and she felt constantly exhausted. A lot of her time since her retrieval had been spent sleeping. “What about your route?” she asked.

“Yes. Ze route. I vill go way up high to cross ze mountain ranges, but don’t worry. I have ze scarf with me.”

“Once you cross the Channel, you will be out of range,” said Victoria, “So be safe and take care on your journey. It is a very long way.”

“Yes, it is,” he said. It will be ten days’ journey or more. Of course, I have to climb high to cross the mountains. Still, I will do my very best not to get too bored. I can always knit if ze trip becomes too tedious.”

Victoria yawned again. She really needed a rest! She heard rustling paper from the ship and then a muttered curse. She could have sworn Viktor had just said something about knitting.

“Are you all right, Viktor?” she asked.

“Yes, yes,” he said wearily, “I had ze map upside down.” High overhead, she saw her zeppelin reappear and then head in the opposite direction.

“Oh, Viktor.” she smiled, “Do take care.”

“Ov course,” said Viktor, “I vill be very studious with your airship. Do not worry.”

“Just a thought, Viktor.” She said, beginning a conversation that she would never even contemplate having with him face to face: “Why use the airship at all? Why not—well, you know—just, erm... Well, fly there yourself?”

There was a long silence from the airship. Victoria felt compelled to continue. In her mind, a picture formed of her pushing a cart full of heavy stone up a steep mountain. Once halfway up, it felt as if completing the task would be impossible, but if she let go of the cart, it would roll down and squash her. She just had no choice but to keep going.

“You know what I mean, Viktor? You could just, well, you know - sort of - well, just turn into a bat and fly to your destination.”

There. She had said it. However, all that she heard from the other end was silence.

“Why not just do it that way?” she finished, mentally telling herself to stop talking.

“Moths,” said Viktor

“Moths?”

“Yes. Ze moths. Nasty little things, and I dislike the taste. I do not like to go on a journey hungry, and after all, I do have ze nice little tasty packages from Mr Primrose’s butcher’s shop.”

“Very good,” said Victoria, stifling a laugh.

“But Count Dracula is… how shall I put it? Ze very traditional vampire. From what I have heard about him, he greatly admires ze elegant approach. I feel that once I am near Transylvania, the best way to approach Castle Bram is by coach. Ze airship just would not cut ze mustard, oh no. Of course, I vil send him a note before I arrive. It just vould not do to turn up unannounced.”

“Have you met before then?”

“Of course not,” said Viktor. “All I know about him is from vot I have read, and most of that is a rumour. Yet he vil know about the charm if it exists. His name is mentioned quite a bit wherever vampires congregate. Ven I used to attend ze knitting circle; it vos all that they could talk about.”

“Knitting circle?” laughed Victoria incredulously.

“Indeed. I vill have you know I am ze excellent knitter. Forty stitches every minute. I make adorable little baby booties. Oh, and ze scarfs too.”

“Well, you must make me a scarf when you return.” 

“Sure thing, yes. That I vill do. It was at one of ze knitting circles I first heard of the charm, you see, and zat is why I am going to see ze Count.”

“I will hold you to that scarf," she replied, “but I need to take another nap right now. All I seem to do these days is sleep. Take care, Viktor. We shall speak soon.”

“You too,” said Viktor, “and don't forget to remind Fanelda about your glass of milk before bed. She is young and forgetful.” He paused for a moment. “And dead too, of course. Food becomes a distant memory once you start spooking around ze place.”

“I will remind her,” said Victoria, “Though I feel I shall have to send Mr Hollins into the village to replenish our stock of biscuits. All of ours seem to have disappeared.” She resisted the urge to giggle once again.

“Ah, zat vill be ze mice,” said Viktor unconvincingly, staring at the boxes of biscuits stacked beside the pilot’s seat, “Best give Mr Tibbs ze boot up ze bottom. He is becoming lazy, perhaps.”

“I will do just that.” she smiled. There was a pause. “Bring him back to me, Viktor.” she almost whispered. “I am lost without him. He is like a brother to me. Please. Bring him back.”

“I vill do my very best,” he said, dropping the connection. On the empty seat beside him lay his map of Europe and a small pamphlet titled “The Transylvanian Guide Book for the Itinerant Wanderer.” He flicked open the poorly printed black and white booklet and flicked through the slightly dog-eared pages. It did not take long, for it only consisted of six pages, the first two of which greatly emphasised the need for a sturdy pair of woollen socks to be worn when in Transylvania and to wear them all the time. He continued to glance through the pages. No, he was wrong. Three of the six pages seemed to be concerned with sock wear, two with very brief reviews of the coaching inns across the country, and the last page was a special write-up of the region of Transylvania. It consisted of one passage, which read:

“Transylvania. Stay Away.” He glanced down at the bottom of the as good as the empty page, where there was a minor footnote. “Even if you are wearing the correct socks.” It concluded. Throwing the pamphlet over his shoulder, he sighed and took up the map once again. After a few confused moments, he turned it the right way up, tutting to himself as he did so. He glanced at the compass on the airship controls and looked through the window at the ground below. He knew the English Channel would appear on the horizon in about thirty minutes, so he glanced back at the map, planning his route.

He shuffled the map on his knee, continuing to plot his route with his finger. The zeppelin would hit the European continent just south of Rotterdam, and from there, he would proceed east over Germany. He would fly across Germany and avoid the Austrian Alps, down across Hungary, before finally entering Romania. According to all he had heard and read about him, he knew Dracula would not take at all kindly to an airship approaching his castle. So, he had decided to land at Predelut, a few miles east of the castle. From there, he would take a coach to his destination.

“I hope zis Dracula is welcome to ze arrival of an uninvited visitor, even if he does send ze note,” he mused. As the airship continued east, he decided it was time for another biscuit.
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~ In which Victoria frets over Viktor’s journey, it all gets to be “a bit much” for Fanelda, Mr Hollins continues to repair the lawn, and Victoria hears some bad news ~





It did not take long for Victoria to realise that Fanelda was not entirely up to running the household whilst Viktor was absent. Victoria felt a little sorry for the poor girl. She tried her best, but she was, after all, still a ghost with all the “not quite being able to hold on to too many things all at once” incidents that her spectral presence entailed. It was the burnt toast that had been the major factor in Victoria’s decision that Fanelda needed help. The burnt toast was one thing. A small fire in the kitchen was quite another. 

Victoria was still very weak and wheelchair-bound. Viktor had placed great stock in Fanelda being more than up to looking after her while she recovered. Sadly, Victoria felt his faith had been a little over-enthusiastic, which she attributed to his eagerness to depart and discuss this charm with the Count in Transylvania.

In her heart, she felt that Viktor sometimes failed to consider every factor when making decisions, his instinct to help her and save Romney vastly outweighing the practicalities of running the household whilst Victoria recovered. 

She felt so frustrated and felt that she was more than capable of looking after herself. After all, she was no stranger to hard work. She reflected one day whilst sitting in her wheelchair outside on the terrace that perhaps her desire to have staff around her was more a need for companionship and that now that Romney was gone, that need was greatly amplified. There seemed to be so much time on her hands. She forced herself daily to stretch her limbs and exercise her legs as much as she could, but she grew tired so quickly and soon asked Fanelda to move her back to her bedroom.

She also considered each day the chances of Viktor's success. Hoping against hope, she wished he would be, but at the same time, she felt that raising her hopes too much would only crush her if he failed. 

After yet another small fire in the kitchen, Victoria realised that enough was enough and that Fanelda needed help. Also, Victoria knew she would soon need help to start walking again. Fanelda was so inaccurate when moving solid objects around (especially toast) that she thought she might put herself in harm’s way if she allowed Fanelda to nurse her. Just the previous afternoon, whilst slowly moving her back to her room, her wheelchair had almost turned over with her in it. Poor Fanelda had been beside herself with apologies. She, too, recognised that she also needed help.

“Fanelda, you’re doing a wonderful job,” she said to the ghostly maid as she sat on the edge of Victoria’s bed. “But you need help. It must be exhausting trying to look after myself and look after the household at the same time.”

“I’m doing my best,” she had replied sadly, “But you are right. I struggle with it all. I never really noticed before how much work Viktor did.”

“Well, do not worry. I will see what I can do.”

Victoria’s first thought was that she needed help beginning to walk again. She wrote a note to Doctor Valliant in the village to arrange for a nurse to call. As she wrote it, she thought it strange that the doctor had not called upon her - he had seemed quite sweet, after all. Still, she sent the letter the next day requesting a nurse to call, listing her requirements. Next, she wrote a letter to the village shop owner, enclosing a card and payment to place in his shop window advertising for a temporary housekeeper. She had specified a healthy pay rate, hoping to speed up hiring someone.

She had been right. The very next day, a lady called, and she hired her on the spot. The impressive applicant was a small, grey-haired Scottish woman named Martha. She had excellent references and apparently also lived in the village, which was ideal. She also did not seem perturbed by Fanelda, who seemed to warm to her immediately.

“She calls me her “fluttery goose”.” Fanelda had giggled as Victoria retired for the night the next day.

“How sweet,” said Victoria. “It is good you get along. I even noticed Mr Hollins gave her a few onions for her basket when she left for the day. Very unusual.”

“I know,” laughed Fanelda. “She even seems to be able to understand him.”

“Remarkable.” said Victoria, “Quite remarkable.”

The next day, she was once again on the terrace. The sunny spell seemed to hold, and the day was warm. Martha had been frying something - she always seemed to be frying something - when a visitor called. She placed him in the dining room and brought his card to Victoria.

“There’s a man called,” announced Martha, “a wee man with a big bag. Probably a doctor or the like.” She had not looked at the card. Victoria took it from Martha and read it quickly.

“Doctor Shaw.” She read aloud.

“Ah, a doctor. Ah thought he looked official.” smiled Martha.

“Well, I will see him now.” smiled Victoria, and Martha went to fetch him, returning with a tall, grey-haired man who shook her hand and seated himself beside her.

“Would you care for tea, Doctor Shaw?” she inquired.

“I am fine, thank you,” said the doctor and with that, Martha walked back into the house, leaving them alone.

“I have called in response to your letter,” he said. “I have a district nurse who is especially well-versed in orthopaedics. She will get you walking in no time. I think you will find Ruth is very good at her work.”

“Why, that would be splendid,” said Victoria, and for the next few minutes, they worked out a schedule for the nurses’ visits and payment for her services.

With their business concluded, Doctor Shaw stood to leave. Victoria thought he seemed to be in rather a hurry.

“One thing,” said Victoria as he shook her hand once again (“very formal,” she thought), “I would have hoped Doctor Valliant would have called. He and I were, shall we say, good friends. Is he too busy to call, perhaps?”

Doctor Shaw’s face fell. He sat back down.

“Apologies, Ms Neaves,” he said, “I did not know that. I have bad news, I am afraid. Doctor Vaillant died on the first day of the Martian invasion. He never made it out alive from Horsell Common.”

Victoria felt lightheaded. First Romney, and now Vaillant? 

“I am very sorry,” said Shaw, “I did not realise that you were close, or I would have called earlier.”

“Not so close,” she said, tears forming.

“Thank you, Doctor Shaw. I shall expect the nurse in the morning.”

“Indeed,” said Shaw, standing to leave once again.

“Thank you, Doctor,” she said.

“I shall let myself out. No need to call the maid.”

He strode across the terrace and disappeared around the side of the house, heading for the road.

Victoria sat in the sun and remembered her last meeting with Doctor Vaillant. He had been so young! From somewhere, a bird call sounded across the lawn as Victoria sat and began to weep. She had never felt so alone.






OEBPS/images/5bc4cd5f-17bb-42f5-8a3b-e88bbc435db9.png





OEBPS/images/f4aefb41-cfe6-49e2-8fef-78118a98f40a.png





OEBPS/images/c42b6c89-543a-465b-960c-ed4f0b425e25.png





OEBPS/images/481aed1a-581f-4692-8c87-7efb50600e4b.png








