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Chapter 1




“Watch out for the tourist dirigibles, Harry.” 

“I see them.”

The sky was a perfect blue. It had been a perfect blue for days now and, honestly, Harry was glad to be leaving. But a final trip around the Pyramids of Giza wasn’t to be missed. The only problem with Egypt in general and Cairo in particular was the tourist traffic.

It was bad enough on the ground. It was clear that Egyptian taxis and buses had not the slightest concept of road-sense, either that or the camels were really the ones in charge. Not only that, but the diesel and coal smoke filled the air with a smog that made it hard to breathe and difficult to see the huge pyramids.

Hence the balloons, and other Faraday-lifted machines. The air was full of them as tourists tried to get the best view as the sun came up, or went down. Everybody wanted that photograph of the ancient constructions silhouetted against the sun.

“It’s a miracle there aren’t more accidents,” said Harry as she side-slipped the Pegasus to avoid a heavily congested piece of air-space just south of the Great Pyramid. No one was allowed to land on them, or even close to them, and there were soldiers stationed not only on the ground around the pyramids but also up their sides in little bivouacs.

It spoilt the view.

“How’s she handling?” asked Sellie.

“Good as new, maybe even better.”

Harry didn’t have to see the smile on her sister’s face to know she would be pleased. And it wasn’t a lie.

A shadow passed over them as a massive German airship floated across the sun, far enough up not to be concerned with the melee of smaller craft. 

Harry gripped the controls tighter. Sellie must have noticed. “It’s just a passenger ship, Harry, they aren’t going to bomb us or shoot us.”

“Can’t be too careful.”

Certainly, in the last few months, they had had their fair share of attacks from Germans, not to mention the rogue officer who had bombed and destroyed their home in Mombasa. Harry was still upset about that, as well as the fact she had failed to kill him.

He had been sent back to Germany in disgrace and would be locked up for a long time not because he had destroyed their home, kidnapped their father then killed a lot of British citizens and soldiers, but because he disobeyed orders and created a diplomatic incident.

Being aware of diplomacy did not mean Harry had to like any of it.

The lack of a home had become a catalyst that was driving the Edgbaston sisters back to Blighty. Harriet had been born there and moved out to Africa when her father had been posted to Mombasa. Khuwelsa had joined the family when Harry was six and when her mother left, her father adopted Sellie as another daughter.

Sellie was cleverer than Harry when it came to tinkering with mechanicals. And science. And languages. And geography. Almost everything, in fact. All Harry ever wanted was to fly, and her sister did everything she could to help in that.

When their father had bought the Iron Pegasus he had done so to satisfy his daughter’s cravings, never thinking for a moment they would even get it off the ground. But between them the two sisters had made the old ornithopter not only airworthy but a force to be reckoned with.

Though much of that was because, as Sellie put it, “Harry has no wit when it comes to self-preservation”.

Harry pushed the controls forward and opened up the throttle. The Pegasus dived through another dense patch of moving air vehicles, and Sellie caught her breath as an impact seemed certain.

But the Pegasus burst through the other side and climbed on beating wings.

“I love what you’ve done with the extra Faraday grids,” said Harry as she rolled the ship first one way and then the other. They burst free of the melee and headed north along the line of the Nile. The roads below were choked with traffic ‒ steam, electric, diesel, camel, donkey and those on foot.

“Let’s stop at Alexandria,” said Sellie.

“What’s there?”

“A lighthouse and a library.”

Harry snorted. “That doesn’t sound very interesting.”

“Well, they aren’t there any more.”

Harry turned her head and gave her sister a half-smile. “You’re not serious.”

“Me?”

“Of course, whatever you want. We’ll go to Alexandria and look at the lighthouse that isn’t there and visit the library that is also absent.”

Sellie put her arms around her sister’s shoulders. “I knew you’d understand.”

“How do I get there?”

“Follow the Nile until you see the sea and then aim for a spot south of that.”

“Whatever you say.” Harry glanced at the gauges and tapped one. “But you need to do your bit. Pressure’s dropping, get that shovel of yours working.”


      ***Sellie moved into the rear of the craft and stripped to her underwear. Then added her stoker’s apron. The Royal Navy had been very helpful in restoring the Pegasus after their last adventure. The storm had got sand-grains into every part of the ship and they had not dared fire her up for fear of ruining the joints. But the RN engineers were experienced with the problem, even if they looked down on the Pegasus. And when word got around as to what exactly the Edgbaston girls had done, even that attitude had gone the way of the dodo. She had almost cried when Harry had given her the envelope containing her RN wings ‒ even though she would never wear the badge.

She had cried when the engineers she worked with toasted her personally after prepping the Pegasus for her first flight. They treated her as if she was one of them and that meant so much more than a little piece of metal.

Sellie brushed the beginnings of a tear from her eye and opened the furnace door. The wave of heat that poured out hit her almost like a fist, but she was used to it. She began shovelling, wishing they had been allowed to install a coal grinder that would then feed coal dust directly into the furnace. It would have made her life a lot easier. Still, shovelling was a good way to relax and think about things.

Harry really appreciated the badge she’d been given and Sellie didn’t mind that, although the thought of the trouble it might cause was a concern. She fully expected Harry to try to join the Royal Navy as a pilot. And that was a worrying because Harry was going to be very upset when they refused her despite any fine words she may have been given. Unlike Sellie, Harry had never experienced prejudice. Oh, of course, everybody looked down on them as just “girls”, but then they would do those crazy things, like save Zanzibar from a German invasion, take down a monstrous flying machine that could have dominated the world, and chase a renegade German officer halfway across Africa.

So, they were the plucky girls whose stories appeared in the newspapers.

But one day Harry was going to fly into a brick wall and there would be nothing she could do to get around it. And Sellie would be there to pick up the pieces because she loved her sister with all her heart.

“Coast!” shouted Harry from the pilot’s chair. So Sellie put on her brave and happy face and went up to see.

Not that there was anything to be seen but Sellie didn’t mind that. It was just important to be here.

Harry spotted a grassy area on a promontory overlooking the waves and brought the Pegasus down to land lightly, its wings back-beating hard.

Sellie did not bother to bank the furnace, she didn’t think they’d be staying long. She quickly pulled her dress back on and let Harry do up the buttons at the back. They pulled a pair of parasols from the gun rack by the door and stepped down onto the grass like any two young ladies.

…Well, thought Sellie, a young lady and her black companion. She kept telling herself that she did not mind that people always thought she was a servant, perhaps even a slave. But as she got older she found that she did mind. She did not blame Harry, of course, because Harry was never shy in putting out that Sellie was her sister, even when such a statement tended to annoy others.

It wasn’t Harry’s fault, it was the rest of the world that was wrong. Unfortunately, it was hard to fix the world.

There was a strong breeze playing across the grass, blowing inland from the sea. They walked out to where the ground fell away and stared over the water.

“The Pharos Lighthouse,” said Harry. “Built about 300 BC and survived for nearly 1500 years.”

Sellie punched her on the arm and grinned. “I could hate you.”

“I paid attention.”

“All right, Smarty Pants, what about the library?”

“The Library of Alexandria was supposed to contain the most complete collection of works in the ancient world, until it was burnt to the ground. Archimedes protected it from attack using Greek Fire.”

Sellie frowned. “Well, Archimedes studied here. But not too bad.”

She looked out at the sea and tried to imagine what it would have been like to be here when the library contained all the knowledge of man.

“Do you think the ancients had their own Faraday devices?” said Harry suddenly.

“I don’t see how, we would have heard about them, wouldn’t we? Translations of Plato, or Aristotle would have mentioned them.”

“Then how did they build the pyramids? The lighthouse? The Colossus of Rhodes?”

Sellie shook her head. “People are clever, Harry.” Then she stared at her sister. Harry was seldom this thoughtful, and when she was it usually meant something was wrong. She put her hand in her sister’s and rested her cheek against her shoulder. Harry had always been taller.

“I’m thinking.”

Sellie gave a little laugh. “Careful, don’t want to burn up anything inside.”

“I want to go and see my mum.”

Sellie went cold. For Harry to want to see the woman who had deserted her so long ago something must really be wrong. The woman who had made their father’s life so hard. She had refused divorce and he was too soft-hearted to pursue it. He had not wanted to force Harry to choose between the two of them. Even though there would only have been one choice.

Last report she was living in Italy among a community of artists.

“Why?”

“I don’t know, Sellie, it just seems the right thing to do. We’ll be eighteen soon and you’ll be going to university.”

“We’re both going to university.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Dad has, and you still need to do what he says ‒ you’re not twenty-one yet.”

But this wasn’t getting them anywhere.

“If you want to go to Italy and find your mother, then that’s what we’ll do.”

Harry turned to Sellie and she was crying. Sellie hugged her until the tears stopped.

“I hope this is a good idea.”








  
  
Chapter 2




“Oh hell,” said Sellie as they headed back to the Pegasus. Harry was still very introverted and barely even watching where she was going, but at Sellie’s words she looked up.

“What?”

“The press if I’m not much mistaken.”

Loping across the grass from the south were two men, one of them carrying a camera.

“Shall we run?”

“Let’s.”

They were laughing as they reached the Pegasus and climbed aboard. Harry slammed the hatch shut and Sellie threw the bolt. The clang reverberated through the ship.

“That was probably very rude,” panted Sellie. She folded her parasol and threw it to her sister who placed it back in the gun rack next to the shotguns and an umbrella.

“Well I had enough of the reporters in Cairo, didn’t you?”

Sellie’s face turned serious. “I certainly did.”

Harry smiled. “I didn’t mean him, but he’ll think twice about putting his hand where it doesn’t belong.”

“I think it was the way you punched him in the neck, that really convinced him.”

“Nobody touches my sister.”

“Unless I want them to.”

Harry hesitated then frowned. “Obviously.”

Sellie burst out laughing again. “Your face!”

“Let’s get this bird in the air.”

Sellie caught Harry’s wrist as she moved to climb into the pilot’s chair. “You really want to find your mother?”

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“It’s the best one I’ve got for now.”

“She left you ‒ us.”

“I know,” said Harry. “But I can’t ignore her.”

“She’s done exactly that for the last six years, Harry. Why should you care?”

Harry’s sad eyes looked at her sister. “Is this about me or you, Sellie?”

“She’s not my mother.”

“She’s the closest thing either of us ever had to that.”

Sellie turned her back on her sister. “Unbutton me.”

“You might want to wait on that.”

There was a scraping on the hull of the ship and a face appeared at the window. The Egyptian with the camera. From the way he moved, Harry could only assume he was standing on the shoulders of the other man.

She climbed into the pilot’s chair and whistled. There was a momentary pause as Sellie got into the engineering position and engaged the drive unit of the propeller situated at the back of the Pegasus. The pistons thumped at an ever-increasing speed and the drive shaft hummed.

Harry grabbed the controls and spread the wings.

Dammit, they were still trying to get a picture. Harry gave a brief downbeat on the wings and the ship hopped forward a yard. The photographer fell backwards with a look of horror on his face. Looking down through the lower windows she saw the two men rolling away from the ship.

Good, they had got the message.

She increased power to the propeller until the shaft was whining brightly. She didn’t want to hurt them, but the photographer refused to move and was wrestling with his camera. Harry poured the power into the wingbeats. The nose of the Pegasus came up and it sat back. Full power to the drive, and the wings beat hard.

The Pegasus leapt upwards. Each powerful wing beat driving them further from the ground as the propeller pushed them faster and faster.

The photographer might have managed an exciting shot of them launching into the air above him. But most likely the down-draught would have ruined any shot he could have taken.

Perhaps it seemed mean and churlish not to allow him to take pictures, but the girls had had more than enough of the limelight in the past few weeks. A trip to Italy was something nobody would be expecting, nobody knew them there and perhaps they could avoid the notoriety they had been gaining in British-ruled countries.


      ***Sellie had managed to change without her sister’s help, neither the furnace nor the engines needed any attention, so she had gone to the first basket of food and was unpacking cold meat pies and sandwiches.

Harry set them on a course along the coast, with the Mediterranean Sea on their right and locked off the controls. She grabbed the navigation chart to see what her best route should be.

“If we follow the coast for 350 miles we hit this peninsula near Benghazi. Then go north across the sea until we hit Greece and follow the coast until we can jump across to Italy’s heel.”

Sellie looked at the map. “Or we go north-by-northwest from Benghazi and hit either Italy’s boot or Sicily.”

Harry pulled a face. “I’d rather not miss, we don’t want to run out of fuel over the sea.”

“You being cautious, Harry?”

Harry shrugged and looked uncomfortable. “All that water makes me nervous.” She nodded towards the starboard side of the Pegasus. Nothing but water as far as they could see.

Sellie looked at the map. “All this coastal area is owned by the Ottomans.”

“Turks?” Harry said as if only vaguely remembering her geography lessons.

Sellie nodded and opened her mouth to say something else.

The Pegasus shook, knocking them both off their feet, they fell slowly due to the weightless effect of the Faraday and Harry got her feet under her before she was even halfway to the deck.

“What in the world was that?” shouted Sellie.

Under the reduced gravity, Harry vaulted the barrier into the cockpit and landed in the chair. She disengaged the locks in a moment and threw the Pegasus into a spiralling dive.

Sellie grabbed a pie and shoved it into her mouth then pulled herself hand over hand to the engineering compartment as the Pegasus turned tighter and tighter.

“Flotilla of dirigibles!” shouted Harry.

“Flag of nations?” called Sellie.

“Can’t see one. And the envelopes are black.”

“Pirates! I knew it.”


      ***Harry kept the wings sharply angled making the Pegasus turn in the air like a wounded bird. It was not that she felt they were in any danger. The pirates (really?) had probably fired a warning shot in the hopes of forcing them down. Now they would be thinking that they had accidentally wounded this bird they had fired on.

To be honest Harry wasn’t completely certain they hadn’t; after all, she had not tried any fancy manoeuvring yet.

Clearly, Sellie knew more about this than she was telling ‒ the way she had announced that it was pirates ‒ probably something she had read in the newspaper. Or gleaned from a conversation with Dad.

But none of that mattered right now. There were five balloons. Although she had not seen any of this size before, something like a gunboat, the design looked very familiar. German. The pirates must have stolen them.

And if they were German they would be fast, and those guns mounted on top of the envelope were not for show. They had already shown they could be fired. Smoke erupted from one of them even as she watched. Sellie might be well versed on  a lot of different things but she didn’t know ships and armaments the way Harry did.

Most likely they’d be firing fragmentation shells with proximity fuses, and backed by a Faraday grid, otherwise there would be no point in shooting up so high. The fact they had managed to get a shell up to the Pegasus when she had been cruising at a couple of thousand feet proved they had very fancy artillery indeed.

Harry ripped the Pegasus out of its dive and poured on the propeller power. The ship screeched as the wings defied the air and they launched away from their previous course. Another one of the guns fired on them.

Harry dived at full speed, feeling the way the new grids that Sellie had installed took over.

It was a beautiful design. The trouble with vessels like Pegasus was that they weren’t very nimble. They had to keep the grid underneath the main body at all times. If they rolled too far, gravity would take over and pull them out of the sky.

Using the grids supplied by the Royal Navy, Sellie had installed them up the walls as well, and in the nose and tail. But they didn’t activate until they became the lowest part of the ship.

Like now. The grid in the nose took over and provided the Faraday effect. It worked like a charm.

A shell exploded harmlessly above them. Harry glanced at the velocity gauge, they were hitting nearly two hundred miles per hour. And driving straight at the pack of pirates. She watched impassively as one of them realised what she was doing and tried to move out of the way.

There was no time.

Harry folded in the wings and the Pegasus plummeted like a rocket. She shot through the middle of the group. The sea was close, so she flipped out the wings and pulled out of the dive gently.

They flew out across the ocean heading north. Harry arched the wings and locked them off, allowing the altitude to drop until they were skimming across the choppy surface of the sea, their speed increasing until it topped out at two-hundred and fifty.

Sellie peered out of the rear windows then grabbed her telescope as the scene behind faded.

“They’re all still in the air,” she said.

“I wasn’t trying to kill anyone,” said Harry. Her mood had darkened. The world was a dangerous place; it would be nice to get to somewhere civilised like Italy. “Is there something you wanted to tell me?”

“About?”

“Pirates.”

“Honestly, it didn’t occur to me until we started discussing the route.”

“What exactly?”

“The Ottoman control of the coast here lacks…” she searched for the word. “Well… control. Lots of reports of piracy, cargo losses and such like. To be honest, it’s always been like this back before we had flyers the Americans had a war with Tripoli.”

“And now the pirates are flying around in German gunboats.”

“German? Are you sure?”

“I know a German-designed flyer when I see one.”

Sellie acknowledged the truth of it with a nod.

“Fancy a pie?”

“Don’t mind if I do,” said Harry. She adjusted the course of the Pegasus until they were heading north-by-northwest. “I think we’re going to Greece.”








  
  
Chapter 3




The day wore on. They had a near miss with a fishing boat, so Harry took the Pegasus back up to two thousand feet. She had nothing against fishermen. It meant she had to reduce speed to a more reasonable one hundred miles per hour.

Clouds moved in from the west and by mid-afternoon it was raining. Harry stayed in her chair, although it was impossible to see anything now.

“How’s the fuel?” she asked Sellie.

“Enough for a few more hours.”

“I wish I could see.”

“We could go above the clouds.”

“Which doesn’t help us see where we are.”

“Or we go down.”

“And bump into a mountain.”

Sellie frowned. “Or we just stay at this height and stop complaining.”

“We’ve been in the air for four hours at two hundred and fifty for the first hour and doing one hundred for the last three.”

“Five hundred and fifty.”

“Heading roughly north-by-northwest from a point less than fifty miles from Alexandria.”

The Pegasus was buffeted by a side wind. Harry compensated and peered out into the grey mist.

“You want me to check the map?” said Sellie.

“Please.”

There was a short pause.

“Climb!” shouted Sellie. “Climb, Harry, now! For the love of God!”

Harry pounded the controls and wings beat hard. The craft tilted upwards as Harry opened the throttle. She glanced at the pressure gauge. “We need more steam.”

Before Sellie had installed the new grids, there was a limit to the angle at which they could increase altitude. There was still a limit and Harry made certain she used it all as the propeller shaft screamed while Sellie shovelled more coal into the furnace.

The sky brightened and they broke out of the rain into brilliant sunshine. Harry blinked against the light and shaded her eyes. She looked down through the glass below her feet but could see only the cloud cover below them. Then she looked left and right at the towering mountain tops that surrounded them.

She kept climbing. One they reached five thousand feet she was sure they were above most of the peaks and levelled out. The plain below them was pure white cloud while lines of rock criss-crossed it. In places, the cloud surged upwards and flowed over hidden ridges.

The pressure was at maximum and Sellie came forward again.

“It’s Crete,” said Sellie. “Some of the mountains reach seven thousand feet.”

“I’m complacent, Sellie,” said Harry slowly shaking her head. “I forget we’re not back home where I know every mountain range and every peak.”

“Well, you won’t be in future.”

“I nearly killed us.”

Sellie gave a barking laugh. “Well, that wouldn’t be the first time.”

“This is different. This would have just been stupid.”

“We’re not dead.”

Harry said nothing.

“Do you think we can find somewhere to set down?”

Harry looked at the solid cloud bank and shook her head. “I daren’t descend into that. Can’t you invent something to see through cloud.”

“If I could we’d make a million,” said Sellie.

“Most pilots have a better idea of where they are and have better maps.”

Sellie picked the map she had been using from the ground and studied it and the mountains around them.

“We’re about here.” She pointed. “Halfway across the western end of Crete. There are two promontories like horns on the north coast and no mountains.” She paused and looked at the gauges. “If we stay on this course for another thirty minutes we’ll be over that area and can come down. I’m sure visibility will be better at sea-level.”

“Sea-level?” said Harry. “We don’t float.”

But she did as her sister suggested and started a gentle spiral descent after the allotted time. They hit the cloud cover and the world went grey. Harry kept them descending with a watchful eye on the altimeter.

At five hundred feet they came out of the cloud, although visibility was still poor because of the rain. Sellie stood directly behind Harry and added her watchfulness to the windows.

At fifty feet it became clear they had overshot the island completely and only the sea was below them.

“Head back,” said Sellie. “South by southeast. We’ll just arrive at the coast, mount the beach and be able to land easily.”

Harry said nothing but watched the compass turning in its gimbal. As they came to the right heading she adjusted to straight line flying and set off at the slowest speed she could manage while remaining in the air.

They heard the breakers crashing against the rocks before they saw the spouts of water exploding upwards through vents. There was no gently sloping beach of sand. Just a wall of jagged towering rocks.

Harry turned parallel to the cliff face and climbed. The winds coming off the sea threatened to throw the Pegasus directly into the stones and rip her to pieces, but Harry was in control, now that she could see what was happening.

The cliff seemed to go on forever and Harry was beginning to doubt her sister’s wisdom. But then they reached the top and the edge of the cliff. Harry let the wind carry their ship over the rim and across a remarkable flat area.

Through the rain Harry caught a glimpse of a building.

“Here, Harry, on that road.”

Harry saw the road, although it was barely distinguishable from the stone around it. Still, this place was as good as any other. She turned the Pegasus into the wind and brought her down as gently as she could. Once the wheels were down, Harry flipped off the Faraday and the ship sank on its suspension, nothing more now than a lump of iron, and with the wings folded in the wind beat powerlessly against the metal and glass of its body.

Harry took a long breath. She did not want to admit it to her sister, but she was exhausted.

“I’ll make some tea,” said Sellie.


      ***Harry woke up with the sun streaming in through the rear windows. The interior should have been uncomfortably hot with the sun on it, but the hatch was wide open and a cooling wind blew through. Harry did not remember getting out the camping beds, but she was lying in one of them. The other was empty.

From outside, the sound of waves pounding against rock was a constant sound that never repeated. It was soothing.

Harry climbed out of the bed awkwardly and leaned against the rail, looking out. There was the plain of curiously flat stone which dropped away suddenly and the green of the sea beyond, stretching into infinity.

Sellie must have stripped her as well since she did not remember taking off her dress either. Harry must have been more tired than she liked to admit. Ever since the pursuit of Hauptman Gerhardt across Africa she had slept heavily, though it never seemed to gain her as much rest as she hoped.

She had tried to kill him. Tried to stab him through the heart with the wing of the Pegasus. Even now, she was not sure whether she was sorry for having attempted it, or sorry for having missed and only injuring him.

The diplomats were glad his life had been spared.

Harry shook her head. She had no time for the black dog.

Was this why she had decided she needed to see her mother? That woman had stabbed Harry and her father through the heart when she left.

“I am nothing like my mother,” said Harry out loud.

“Of course, you’re not,” said Sellie from the hatch.

“You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

Sellie climbed aboard carrying a small pot in one hand. “Well, if you don’t want people to hear your thoughts, I would recommend not expressing them vocally.”

Harry sniffed, whatever was in the pot smelled of fish.

“What’s that?”

“Breakfast.”

“You cooked breakfast?” Harry hesitated. “You went out and caught some fish and then cooked breakfast?”

“You should be so lucky. I think catching food is more your forte than mine. I might know how to catch it but I’m far too soft-hearted to kill it. I’m too … cerebral.”

Harry almost said, Meaning I’m nothing more than a monster. But after her earlier thoughts it seemed like dangerous territory, she wondered whether she really was a monster. After all, she had caused the deaths of many men. It didn’t matter that it was in a good cause.

“So where did you get it?”

“Well, we’re on a small island just off the north coast of Crete. In fact, so small absolutely nothing grows here. Everything’s volcanic rock. But it was fortified and that’s where we are now, in the fort. That building we saw yesterday, it’s a church and it actually has a vicar, or pastor, or priest.”

“But if nothing grows here ‒ ”

“He eats of a lot of fish. It’s always Friday hear.”

“I didn’t know you could speak…Cretan?”

“Greek. This end of the island is mostly Greek. The other end is mostly Turkish. Those bloody Ottomans again.”

“You spoke in Greek.”

“Well, we did study Ancient Greek.”

“And he speaks Ancient Greek?”

Sellie grinned. “Yes, he does, because he studied it as well, being Greek Orthodox.”

Harry shook her head. “I can’t believe Ancient Greek came in useful.”

Sellie’s grin widened. “Only a little bit, mostly we just used sign language, and he speaks some English. He’s the tourist guide and knows all about the history of this place. Did you know ‒ ”

Harry raised her hand to silence her.

“Can we eat? I’m starving.”

Harry managed to convince herself that having fish stew for breakfast was just the same as having kedgeree. They had some dry bread which they used to soak up the liquid in the stew. It tasted quite good.

As she ate, Sellie explained the island was named Imri Gramvousa ‒ after a woman called Vousa, the wife of a pirate who had made his base here.  When the pirates had been rounded up she was the only one who escaped.

The island fort had been built by the Ottomans, and during the most recent revolution it was one of only a few places that was not overrun by the separatists. However, the Ottomans were so busy fighting the Russians they had abandoned it anyway and the Cretans had mostly gained their independence.

“So, all’s well that ends well,” said Sellie.

“And he lives here alone?”

“Mostly alone. Like I said, he gets tourists sometimes. More since the flyers became common. This place would be useless in a modern war.”

“Why does he stay?”

Sellie shrugged. “It’s a church, and they need vicars and priests.”

“Must be lonely.”

“He was quite talkative.”


      ***Harry put on her dress after breakfast and stepped out into the wind that seemed to blow constantly in from the sea.

“Do you think we have enough fuel to get to Italy from here?” she asked.

Sellie shook her head as they wandered to the edge of the main fortification and looked down fifty feet to the lower part of the island. In the distance they could see the mainland. There were no trees on the island, not even bushes. The mainland looked the same. Whatever the rocks were made of they did not provide a healthy and encouraging environment for plants.

“Perhaps we can ask the priest where we can get coal.”

“I already did. He has no idea. Anyway Harry, we’re not in a hurry. We can just hang around here for a few days. No one is going to bother us.”

“Always the optimist.”

Sellie did not respond but Harry was sure she frowned.








  
  
Chapter 4




Harry leaned on the wall of the fortress that overlooked the inland part of the island. It wasn’t a very big place. This end was much higher than the rest, which was why the fortress and been built here. Not that there was much of it remaining. Just this crenelated wall that protected the high point, and a road which dipped down through an arch and went down and round to the natural bay. As the sun set behind her, the shadow of the wall and of Harry stretched out across the dark volcanic stone. 

It would be impossible to approach the fortress by sea because the rocks were so jagged and if anyone did manage to land they had a long climb.

Now they would just fly in. Having flyers made war happen in new ways. The last British sea-going battleship was now just a monument to the past sitting in the middle of a river in Delhi. Harry thought about the huge German Faraday ship they had destroyed. It would have been as big as this island, and if it had ever been allowed to get off the ground it could have given the Germans the advantage they had wanted in Africa against the British.

But she and her sister had destroyed it.

Was it worth it? They could not kill the men who designed it and just because they weren’t building one in Africa, well, there were plenty of other parts of the world where a construction of that sort could be carried out without alerting anyone.

It would just take time.

So, what had the point been? Why had she bothered to put her own life at risk? More importantly, her sister’s life. It had been foolhardy.

All the soldiers had done was kill a few rhinoceros. A few hundred of them… and the people of a town for no reason other than they could. Harry shook her head. She had to stop being so reckless. She could not right every wrong in the world.

But at least she could find out what she had done to make her mother leave. Perhaps she could put that right.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

Harry watched Sellie’s shadow materialise below and move closer to her.

“Nothing important.”

“The priest is sure we’ll get coal at Megalopolis.”

Harry turned and couldn’t help but smile. “Where?”

“Megalopolis.”

“Big city.”

Sellie laughed. “Well probably more accurate to say, ‘lots of people’. But yes, we have to go to the big city.” She unrolled the map of Greece and laid it on the ground using rocks to stop it rolling back up.

“We’re here. This island of Antikythera is about twenty miles away, the same again to Kithira and then we hit Greece. Follow the road inland to Sparta then keep going to Megalopolis.”

“Why does he think we’ll find the coal we need there?”

“Because that’s where Zeus slew the Titans.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously, that’s the story. Lots of strange huge bones are dug up there all the time, apparently. The bones of the Titans killed by Zeus.”

“Dinosaurs.”

“Obviously,” said Sellie. “Anyway, the reason they dig them up is because of all the mining in the area.”

“Coal mining?”

“Exactly.”

“This priest is certainly a mine of information.”

Sellie didn’t react but extracted the map from under the stones and allowed it to roll up. Then she swiped Harry across the head with it.

“Ow!”

“You deserved it,” said Sellie. “Still, I’m glad you’re feeling well enough to crack jokes, even if they are terrible.”

“It’s the new me.”

“I hope not.”

They both fell silent. Harry looked towards the setting sun. Sellie leaned on the wall and looked into the shadows.


      ***They were up with the dawn. Sellie re-lit the boiler before breakfast to give it time to heat through and bring the pressure up. “That’s another problem with this island… no fresh water for the boiler,” she said. 

Harry didn’t reply, too busy checking the controls, everything was functioning normally. All the moving parts had been thoroughly greased when she had been in dock. Every part of the vessel stripped down.

There had been a time when it looked as if nothing could have put Humpty Dumpty back together. But Harry trusted Sellie and on this occasion her sister had the support of the entire Royal Navy dockyard.

Their ship had been reassembled and flew even better than ever. Even though nobody made ornithopters anymore, because there were better and easier methods. Rotors for lifting vertically, fixed wings for providing lift but Harry was happy with the Pegasus, there were things she could make this plane do that no one else could do.

Which reminded her of her attempt to kill Gerhardt in cold blood. No, not cold blood, her blood had been boiling with an anger so hot it burned through her heart and her good sense.

And that was what really scared her: that she could become so angry that she would kill a man who could not defend himself.

It didn’t matter that he was insane and murderous. It didn’t matter that she had killed other men, those had been necessary as defence wither of herself, her sister or innocent people.

She had tried to rationalise it with the fact that Gerhardt had been holding her father as a hostage but somehow that just wasn’t sufficient.

“Daydreaming again?”

“Waiting for you.”

“Oh, really,” she said. “Well my sister, we are up to pressure. The ship is rigged for travel and the sky awaits you at your leisure.”

There was a pounding on the hatch.

“Photographers?” said Sellie with a wink.

She unlocked the hatch and pushed it open. The priest was there in his black robes, he held up a large paper package tied with string. A fish tail stuck out the end. He lifted it towards Sellie.

Sellie took the fish and wrestled with the words. “Sas efcharistó gia to dóro sas”

The priest launched into very rapid Greek but ended with halting English. “God be with you.”

“Efcharistó,” Sellie said again and put the fish down before relocking the hatch.

“What were you saying?”

“Thank you, I think.”

“Fish.”

“Pretty decent size to be honest,” said Sellie. “Let’s get in the air and I’ll see if I’ve got something to put it in before it stinks the place out.”

Harry waggled the wings a little to make sure the priest moved away and then engaged the propeller. Although the rocks had been intentionally smoothed ‒ heaven knows how long that must have taken ‒ Harry almost regretted her decision to take the Pegasus up to the cliff-edge as they bumped along. When they reached the edge, she applied full power to the propeller and arched the wings.

The Pegasus shot over the edge of the cliff but instead of dropping down towards the sea it was caught in a powerful up-draught and lifted fast. With the wheels off the ground the propeller did its work and they climbed fast.

The day was clear and since their first waypoint was barely twenty miles away, the island of Antikythera was a dark patch on the horizon directly ahead of them. Harry took them down to sea level but did not engage full throttle. Even at a sedate eighty miles per hour the island grew quickly.

It was like Irma Gramvousa in many ways ‒ flat and jagged ‒ but it was much larger and had grass, and trees as well as fishing boats out around the coast. Harry went up to a few hundred feet as they went over it.

The next island, Kithira, was already visible and this one bigger again. Only twenty minutes later they flew across it. This time Harry went up to two thousand feet. After the near-miss in Crete she was cautious of these mountains;  there were a great deal of them.

The Greek mainland was now visible in the form of two spurs to the east and west. It was as if the entire place was mountains. Following Sellie’s guidance, they stayed above the water course until the sea ended and they were flying along a huge value between the ranges. Although they did not cross directly over it, there was a huge dock constructed just up the coast.

“That’s not on the map,” said Sellie. “Look at the size of those ships.”

She was right to be impressed. In these days of air transport, cargo ships were a dying breed, but it seemed no one had told the Greeks. Massive wharfs had been built out to sea. Each one had a dozen cranes on it. A network of railway lines fed to each dock. Inland was a maze of warehouses and what Harry assumed were offices.

But moments later they were past and flying along the wide fertile valley covered in fields and criss-crossed by rivers. There were a dozen small villages every mile they travelled. The terrain soon became uneven once more as they left the flood plain, but the low hills were still patterned with fields, although to the east and west the mountain chains provided a natural barrier to human expansion.

“Sparta,” shouted Sellie, Harry had seldom seen her more excited, but she understood. To see all these places that had been parts of dry and boring lessons. Although Harry had to admit that Sparta was not boring, no matter how much their tutor had tried to water down the truth.

Luckily since Greece was quite populous, there were now roads they could follow, and even old-fashioned railway tracks. Greece was not modernising with British pneumatic tubes ‒ at least not yet. There were plenty of trains moving along the tracks, which Harry noticed consisted of tracks four abreast ‒ she thought that was odd.

Not only that but they passed three cargo ships floating through the air. Two heading south and one moving north the same way as they were.

“Keep following the valley to the nor-nor-east,” said Sellie. “It’s only another twenty miles.”

And that’s all it was. Barely an hour after leaving the priest on Irma Gramvousa. They had arrived, and the place was hard to miss. Unlike the underground workings in Britain, here at Megalopolis they were surface mining. The landscape scarred by terrace upon terrace of coal. Men worked alongside massive steam-driven machines that cut into the face, which looked like it had been picked at by miners,  for centuries though perhaps not on this scale.

Trains of carriages were moving along tracks carrying the coal to a location at the south of the city. Harry circled overhead, and they watched in fascination as the coal was extracted; whether it was efficient was difficult to say, but the carriages of coal were very full and in constant movement.

The city of Megalopolis was smaller than Mombasa. The centre seemed to have buildings with some age, but all around it, mostly on the side towards the mines, there were new buildings. Hundreds of them. While to the south was a huge port where all sorts of flying machines waited to be loaded, to then lift off carrying the coal to whoever had paid.

The priest had not been wrong. There was coal here.

Harry just wondered how easy it was going to be to buy any.
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