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Foreword.


	On the 2nd of April, 1849, the English King Michael II died in a riding accident two weeks after his marriage to Sarah Wilkins. Their son, Philipp III, ascended the throne on the 20th April 1870.


	The coronation was held in Midchester Cathedral in the twin city of London-Bradfield. 


	Across the Atlantic, in the New Territories, the Northern and Southern States have severed contact with the English Government over the lack of material support in the world-wide energy crisis. 


	The civil war has reached a stalemate resulting in an unhealthy truce and a fragile cease-fire. This has arisen due to Britain’s refusal to share the details of the top secret, synthesized super Helium with neither side, insisting it was needed for safer air transport, with Britain’s scientists insisting it would be used to prolong the war. 


	Kathleen Higgs-Brent, a leading scientist in cybernetics had refused to participate in any discussion saying one of her father’s inventions, the massive steam-driven robot had been used as a weapon and his invention, the synthetic Helium would by applied likewise and, she added, the new robot, an electric driven model, with its highly secret energy accumulator, must never fall into the hands of warmongers, which meant the North and South would have to be content with their poorly functioning oil-powered motors.


	 




	 


	Chapter One.


	 


	A Strange Death.


	 


	Sunday July 31st 1898.


	“There it is, down there on the left.” Hugo Brent pointed with a gloved hand over her shoulder from his seat behind the pilot, Kathleen Higgs-Taylor, a civilian aeronaut who followed the direction of his finger and dropped her aerostat down in a wide circle towards a large L-shaped bungalow.


	An unused horse paddock at the rear appeared, and tiny, darkly-dressed figures scurried about the surrounds.


	A scarlet-lacquered, electric motor carriage stood parked at the front next to an older, gas turbine model that was painted a dull green, not far from a white ambulance blimp with its vivid Red Cross emblem on the sides, the bottom and the top in brilliant display. 


	She set her vehicle down gently on a piece of rough ground, well away from the house and next a large, black, police aerostat. 


	After she operated the grappling anchor she turned the electric motors off. “I wonder what it is this time,” she said, while removing her thick flying gloves and pulling on a forensic pair of synthetic rubber.


	“Probably a lost dog that he insists is an animal kidnapping.”


	“Do you remember the last call; we found the lost cat in the fridge, finishing off a batch of kippers.”


	“Lastrange has done worse, Kate.”


	She gave him a peck on the cheek. “What a dunderhead.”


	He pulled on a pair of patent leather gloves. “He’s not stupid though.” 


	“No, not entirely, but he is a self-opinionated, bombastic, boot-licker.”


	Hugo climbed out first and she followed him taking his outstretched hand. 


	Pushing back her multi-goggles onto her leather flying helmet she surveyed the surrounds. 


	“They have quite a large garden, Hugo.”


	 He sniffed the air. “I love gardens, a help to nature’s workers, the busy, busy honey bees.”


	“The world needs all the bees.”


	“The world needs every living thing, my dear.”


	“I love honey, especially on my toast.” 


	They eyed each other, and on some silent command, they headed across the vast lawn towards the front door.


	***


	Inside the building, Detective Inspector Philipp Lastrange of Bradfield Constabulary stood in close proximity to the body of a female. 


	He gazed in natural curiosity, - a useful trait in his profession, or so he thought - at his surroundings with one hand on his hip, his long coat pushed to one side, revealing a rather garish-looking waistcoat, while the fingers of his other hand stroked his chin, a gesture he practiced every morning, at home, believing it made him appear thoughtful. 


	He noted once more the expensive furnishing, the Persian carpet, and the vast array of Dutch masters that almost obliterated one wall of the large dining room. 


	He ran his eyes over the objects on the table then stood aside as the photographer set up his digital camera and tripod.


	Kate and Hugo poised at the doorway and listened, observing in silence.


	The photographer, in his early fifties, turned to the ginger-haired detective. “Is there anything you would like me to concentrate on, Inspector?”


	They heard Lastrange speak in his usual garrulous tone as he looked at the inert form lying on the floor before a dining room table. “I believe you’ve covered everything except for this. I now want you to take several close-ups from all possible angles of the deceased and I’ll see you back at the station with the results.” He moved away and watched the man at work who on concluding his activities left by way of the front door, nodding to the newcomers in passing.


	Lastrange’s expression of self-confident, haughtiness changed to one of barely concealed chagrin as he turned to a voice at the doorway.


	 “Good morning, Inspector Lastrange.” 


	He saw the owner of the voice standing there, partly silhouetted by the morning light; blond-haired thirty-two year-old Hugo Brent, a detective consultant, who never failed to test his patience and plagued him and confused him with his reasoning. But, today he needed Brent’s powers of observation in this matter, and his creased brow rose up in feigned pleasure.


	Kate watched the following scene, as Hugo, impeccably dressed in a light-grey, modern, three-piece suit, white shirt and a dark red cravat, sauntered in with his leather satchel slung over his shoulder and his deerstalker cap perched jauntily on his head. 


	He called out, “I received your message, Inspector. Sergeant Belger said it was of the utmost importance, and Kate was so kind to fly me out here at short notice.”


	Taking this as her cue, she entered casually, wearing her usual black outfit of jodhpurs and calf-high leather riding boots, leather flying jacket and matching black, lacquered helmet, on top of which were perched a set of goggles with different coloured lenses. She waved her hand and said loudly in an exaggerated cockney accent. “Lo’ there Spector’, lost our whistle ave’ we?” After which she came to a stop, her visage benign, as some object d’art caught her eye.


	Hugo Brent’s female companion and assistant, a most un-female creature if ever there was one in Lastrange’s eyes, most always referred to him as ‘Spector’ with her voluble cockney twang. Not that she was a cockney, in fact she was far from it. She was the only daughter of well-to-do parents of a large brood of ten residing in Cambridgeshire.


	As usual, Hugo Brent’s eyes flickered from left to right, his head moving almost imperceptibly as he took his time, placing one foot purposefully in front of the other. He stopped before Lastrange, glanced at the body and narrowed his eyes at him. “So, you have a problem, Inspector?”


	Hugo knew his gaze always unsettled him. Ice-cold was how Lastrange been heard describing it to his right-hand-man, Detective Sergeant Belger, and wasn’t in the least surprised, as Lastrange pointed in silence to the body, as if struck dumb by Brent’s presence.


	With his visage now void of humour Hugo looked down at the pathetic figure. 


	He listened as Lastrange babbled, “I, er, am undecided as to how the, er, lady, er, died. At first I thought it was natural causes, but, er, her being so young I thought maybe she had, er, been strangled or bludgeoned.” 


	Hugo nodded. “I think not, Inspector.”


	Lastrange carried on, “But as I could not ascertain either I, er, decided to call you. The photographer has taken photos of the, er, crime scene as you suggested at the last the last general meeting, and nobody else has been in the room except, er, myself, Sergeant Belger, the photographer and the deceased’s husband.”


	While peering intently at the dead woman, Hugo walked slowly from one side to the other. He knelt down and examined the fingers of her left hand, as it lay across her stomach clutching a small object between thumb and forefinger. 


	He lowered his head to the woman’s face, sniffed several times and then rose up. He moved around to the other side and after kneeling down once more he examined the right hand in which a glass lay. 


	On rising he looked at the objects on the table, after which he turned to Lastrange who stood there, his mouth slightly open as usual as if expecting some tit-bit. “Her age is around mid-thirty, Inspector. She is a modern woman and a professional musician. I would say she is a violinist.” He turned and called out, “What is your impression, Kate, my dear?”


	Kate, who had stopped to admire a number of landscape oil paintings, looked round at her boss and smiled. Finding the room rather stuffy she undid the top four buttons of her flying jacket and approached the pair. 


	Her smile faded and her brow deepened as she saw the woman. 


	Stopping close to her, she examined her features and saw a plain woman of around thirty who had in her naivety attempted to pretty-up her large-boned features with badly applied makeup, garish lipstick and over-used mascara. She looked at the arrangement on the table then shifted her gaze back to the woman.


	 She saw a pitiful form, a young woman who lay on her back with one leg draped over her chair, exposing the new-style suspenders - supporting black silk stockings. 


	The material of her low-cut, loose-fitting dress had shifted as she made contact with the carpeted floor, exposing the best part of her right shoulder. 


	Kate squatted down and after sniffing at the woman’s partly-open mouth in much the same manner as Hugo, she looked up and pointed to the woman’s bluish-tinged lips, partly lined with froth.


	 She kept the sadness out of her voice as she rose up and said to him, “I would say suicide, at first glance.”


	Lastrange, on hearing this, gawped at Hugo, and then back at her, something that was typical of Lastrange, a man of lower reasoning powers and slow deduction. The reason he was a member the police force and an inspector at that, was because of his uncle, a member of parliament; the Right Honourable Henry Codge. 


	He got over his shock as the words sank in and looked once more at the woman’s body, her features, her long dark hair, her eyes, black and staring, and then cocked his head as his brow knitted. 


	“Suicide, Miss Taylor?” He asked, in a manner necessary to save his face.


	She turned to Hugo who, with strained features, nodded slightly and she reluctantly pointed with a gloved hand to the glass lying next to the body and to the stain on the patterned carpet, made by the glass’s contents.


	“Her lips are blue, indicating she has been poisoned, it was probably in that glass, and I detected a faint smell of almonds mixed with Grand Marnier.” She rose up and pointed to the liqueur bottle on the table. She looked round at Hugo, her right eyebrow arched. “Do you agree, Hugo?”


	Lastrange’s jaw fell once more as Hugo answered, “Entirely, my dear Kate, cyanide was definitely in use here, though how it was administered I am not sure.”


	He looked at the table top. “I don’t see any presence of poison, no bottle, no dispenser, so I do agree to your instant doubt.”


	“The poison may be in that bottle,” she said and pointed to the woman’s left hand, “As she still has the cork in her hand.”


	Lastrange coloured slightly and nodded while shuffling his feet. In the embarrassing silence that followed; as the couple stared at him in expectation, he moved closer and knelt next to the prostrate woman. He quickly sniffed her lips, then sniffed several times at the stain on the carpet and rose up nodding. “Yes, er, that’s, er, Grand Marnier alright, and as you said, er, almonds, er, I mean cyanide.”


	Taking the bottle of Grand Marnier by the base, she stuck her nose close to the open neck and sniffed slowly, twice.  She stepped back, wrinkling her nose. “The bottle has not been tampered with, the distinct smell of almonds, denoting cyanide, is missing.”


	Hugo asked Lastrange. “Was anything indicating poison discovered in this room, a small bottle perhaps?” 


	He narrowed his eyes at him once more and said quietly, “What about a suicide note, Inspector?”


	Shaking his head fiercely, Lastrange indicated the table, the body and the room. “Everything is as we found it Mr Brent. I conducted a preliminary search of the adjoining rooms, but we found nothing suspicious, no sign of a robbery and no ‘small bottle’ nor did we find a suicide note. My men searched the immediate surrounds thoroughly. All the windows and the rear door were untouched. We have photographed everything in each room. We shall, naturally, search the premises thoroughly and take fingerprints.


	 We shall undertake this after I have spoken with the deceased’s husband, a Mr Xavier Beecham.”


	Peering past him expectantly at an open door, Kate asked, “Where is Mr Beecham at the moment, and where was he for the last twenty-four hours?”


	Lastrange raised himself on his toes and then settled down on his heels, something he always did when he thought he had everything under control. He took a deep breath and faced them, something he did often when confronted by the pair. “Xavier Beecham arrived home this morning around ten-thirty; he was in Manchester, playing golf all day Saturday. He flew down by private airship early this morning. He arrived here by way of an old-fashioned hansom cabriolet and found his wife lying there. He added. “I checked with both airfields and they and the pilots confirmed his story.”


	Placing her hands on her hips she asked, “Have you taken a full statement from him yet?”


	Lastrange’s eyes dropped down to her open jacket, he averted his eyes quickly as he saw she was wearing nothing underneath, not even the usual man’s vest, which was part of her ‘strange’ wardrobe. 


	“I questioned him only briefly, naturally, as the, er, poor fellow was devastated. The doctor gave him a sedative and he is at the moment resting. I intend to do so though, as soon as possible. Why do you ask, do you believe it was a tragic accident?”


	She glanced at Hugo “I have murder in mind, Inspector.”


	His jaw dropped once more, a silly habit he had when confronted by what were to him, astounding facts. 


	He looked at Hugo who was smiling. “It seems that way to me too, Inspector.”


	 Lastrange’s eyes flickered towards the figure in black, remembering to keep his eyes averted from her open jacket and heard her say, “I think it best if Mr Brent and I take Mr Beecham’s statement, Inspector.”


	Hugo added. “You may be present if you wish, Inspector. Just provide a stenographer, unless you have managed to obtain one of those new-fangled recording machines.”


	Lastrange’s eyebrows rose slightly. “The, er, fonauto- er, graph thing,?”


	Kate smiled. “You mean Phonographic audio recorder do you not, Inspector?” She folded her arms across her chest, thereby accentuating her cleavage and causing Lastrange to blush alarmingly.


	Concentrating his gaze on Hugo he said, “Er, yes, er, Sergeant Belger tested one last week, tis’ a remarkable invention.” 


	He paused and his brow creased, he looked at Hugo and lowered his voice, “Murder, are you absolutely sure?”


	Hugo turned Kate who said, as she slowly fastened two of her jacket’s buttons, “Take a look at the table, Inspector.


	Grand Marnier, Napoleon Brandy, champagne in an ice bucket and only one bottle opened. Why go to the trouble setting the table so, just to commit suicide, and that with the first drink?”


	Lastrange looked at the pair, then the table for a short while and finally the woman. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, he nodded several times and then looked up and said, “I agree with your findings, Mr Brent, and er, yours too, Miss Taylor, you are absolutely correct, it does point to something most devious.”


	Brent nodded. “Thank you, Inspector. So what do you say.” He took out his pocket watch. “Would one o’clock be in order?”


	Lastrange nodded and Kate added, “Don’t forget the fingerprint, Spector.”


	***


	Hugo climbed into the aluminium gondola behind Kate.


	She took her place at the controls of her helium-filled, electrically-propelled Aerostat and fastened her safety harness while he took his usual place in the leather- upholstered chair behind her. 


	She opened the gas valve and watched the pressure gauge. “That confounded man is an idiot,” she said, exchanging her rubber gloves for leather ones and added. “At least it wasn’t a lost cat.”


	 “Yes, I agree, but we are getting paid to aid him.”


	“Paid for our trouble you mean, after which you pass on the money to the poorhouse.”


	“Their need is greater than mine, or yours.”


	“And it is better to give then to receive.”


	“So, my dear, you have murder in mind?”


	Pulling on the lever that extracted the main anchor, she looked above at the sky and around her as the craft rose slowly. “Yes, thank you for your support, but the mode of application puzzles me.” 


	“For a start it would be someone she knew and trusted,” he said as he leaned back and fastened his safety belt.


	“Yes, isn’t it macabre that most people are murdered by familiars” She adjusted the helium flow and switched on the electric motors.


	“The poison would have to be in liquid form for expediency, as it was added to the Grand Marnier in the victim’s glass during her absence, or while her back was turned.”


	“Will there be fingerprints?”


	“No, not if the perpetrator took precautions.” 


	“Yes, the ‘missing’ glass.” 


	“And the poison,” he added. 


	She increased airspeed. “Anyway, the poor woman was murdered, Hugo.” 


	“Yes, a waste of life and for what reason I am determined to ascertain.”


	“The motive is not clear at present, it could be money.”


	“Or love.”


	“Or hate.”


	She turned to him, her eyes glistening. “How could somebody do a thing like that? How could anyone sit there and watch another person die?”


	“I wonder who that someone could be.”


	He glanced at her. “Who do you think could be capable of such an act?”


	She pondered over his statement. “Someone she knew and trusted, you said - or even loved,” she added as she watched their surroundings, keeping an eye out for transport and cargo blimps before she changed course. 


	“Her husband found the body, which usually makes him the prime suspect, in fact the husband always is.”


	Leaning forward, he laid a hand on her shoulder. “He has an alibi, my dear Kate.” 


	He watched as her head turned from side to side und upward. “Something isn’t quite right, Hugo. If this murder was supposed to look like suicide then where is the poison?”


	“That is typical of the work of an amateur; being overcautious he forgot the most importance item of verification.” He peered down as the expensive building and the well-kept garden shrank to toy-size and said, “I wonder who that belongs to now.”


	She smiled. “Now who has murder in mind?”


	“My mind is on the motive. Find the motive and you find the perpetrator in most cases.”


	She nodded. “I agree, so, we missed breakfast because of this, how about lunch at Luigi’s”


	“A capital idea, lead on, my dear.”


	The horizon tilted forty-five degrees as she banked right. 


	Hugo raised an arm as a huge metal and glass head reared up from below some distance away. “Watch out!” 


	Kate was aware that giant robots were clearing the damage caused by yesterday’s hurricane that had mowed down trees along with electricity pylons and telegraph poles. She veered to the left and raised her hand and waved to the operator inside the cockpit on the metal monster’s shoulders, receiving a wave from his co-pilot beside him.


	“Big buggers aren’t they, Hugo,” grinning as the monster waved too. 


	He sighed. “They used to be weapons of war, a British invention, bought by the Confederates, copied by the Union Army.”


	Then the vessel shot forward as she accelerated. 


	Hugo peered down at the robots, powered by electricity, two dozen of them, once used to kill and maim and now working docilely in a peaceful environment.
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