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Chapter 1 

 

In a small bedroom at the rear of Buckingham Palace and overlooking the mews, 

Her Majesty Queen Victoria sat stony-faced in a simple oak chair at the side of her husband’s 

bed.  The bed itself was far grander than the chair in which the Queen sat, and had been 

brought from Coburg by her husband, Albert the Prince Regent some years before. The 

bestiary carved deep into each post was black with years of polish and Victoria found herself 

often caught in a staring contest with a griffin or a centaur, willing, almost daring one to 

move.  The ferocity of the creatures jarred with the fine Jacobean embroidery that danced in 

tendrils of green and red across the linen, and with the softness of the faded blue silk that 

covered the walls of the bedroom.  The installation of the great lump of a bed had been just 

one in a long line of concessions made to appease her once-beloved Albert.  Concessions 

made to distract as much as soothe, a Royal sleight-of-hand by Victoria to keep Albert away 

from the family business and allow her to get on with building the Empire.  Of course, with 

Albert’s imminent death Her Majesty would no longer have to make such concessions.  

Behind Victoria’s chair stood Sir James Clarke, MD, long-trusted court physician. 

Sir James was a man who of late had been unable to hide his advancement in years. At 73 his 

bows were not as deep as they had once been, his eyes not as keen, and he had developed a 

tremor in his hand— a most undesirable trait for one’s physician to have. Victoria heard the 

gentle click of Sir James’ pocket watch as he opened the cover to glance at its face for the 
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third time in as many minutes.  Undoubtedly the Doctor would have preferred to be sat in the 

warmth of the apartment he shared with his wife. But Sir James knew his duty was at the side 

of Her Majesty attending to the Prince Regent in his final hours.   

To the Queen’s mind it was a minor detail that the Prince Regent wasn’t there to be 

attended to, and that the monstrous, carved bed at which they both waited was in fact, 

empty.  The Prince Regent was at that moment 600 miles away in the comfortable surrounds 

of Schloss Hohenstein, Coburg, no doubt enjoying a cigar on the balcony of his private 

suite.  This was a small detail and a matter that would soon be rectified. In the meantime, as 

far as the Queen was concerned, one must put on the proper show for the servants.  

“What is the time, Sir James?” Victoria cast her eyes down to an untidy thread at the 

lace cuff of her sleeve.  

“It is half past ten, Ma’am.”  

Victoria sighed deeply and her shoulders sagged. She longed to be at her desk where 

she could pour over her maps and plot her next move.  She glanced toward the dark window. 

The ripples in the old glass reflected a distorted image of herself in which her features 

seemed to be melting and the surface of her skin bubbled with grotesque boils. Why Albert 

had wanted this room in particular with its scrubbed boards and single window overlooking 

the stables was beyond her.  But it had put him far from her apartments at the other end of the 

Palace, and with distance his ardour and pursuit of her had waned and finally stopped 

altogether.    

“Must His Royal Highness linger for such an extended period?” Victoria stifled a 

yawn.  

“I apologise Ma’am, but the sickness must be allowed to run its course.  

“And what is it?”  
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“Ma’am?”  

Victoria turned her gaze back to the loose thread at her cuff and began to wind it 

around her index finger. “The sickness, Sir James, what is it?”  

“A consensus was reached on Typhoid Fever.”  

“Is that one of the messy ones?”  

“No, Your Majesty.  The Prince Regent would be experiencing a fever, some raised 

and crimson legions, but no discharges.  The illness is contained within the person.”  

“A wise choice then. We are fond of this linen and should hate to have to see it 

burned.” Victoria gave the thread at her sleeve a sharp tug and it dutifully snapped. She 

dusted the broken thread from her finger and watched as if floated to the to the floor before 

settling her hands back into her lap.  

There had of course been a time when Victoria had quite fancied Albert.  When they 

had met that first time he had seemed intelligent, worldly, and there was a fire in his eyes that 

she secretly hoped would translate into other regions. And he had very fine legs.  She 

was Queen and yet still a woman and so marriage had been something that even she could not 

avoid. It was simply what was expected. And if it gave her freedom and legitimacy then so be 

it.   

Thank God there had been no children.    

In the early days of their marriage ‘duty’ had been done often, and with gusto.  It 

was only through some stroke of luck (or perhaps the carefully annotated calendar Victoria 

kept), that she had remained blessedly unburdened by children.  Albert’s affections had 

gradually waned and he had turned his attentions to more cerebral pleasures.  He had 

begun spending hours reading or in deep debate with courtiers. It had been another 

concession on her part to allow him some involvement in the drafting of the new Education 
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Reform Bill believing that he would have some value to add.  In reality she was willing to 

compromise on anything that would serve to distract him from the ever-present knowledge 

that he would never be considered her equal, nor be allowed to rule at her side as King.  

In truth, the Bill had kept him so engrossed that for most of 1861 Victoria had seen 

precious little of her husband. It was only recently she realised it had been some time since 

she had seen him at all when preparations for Christmas had begun and it had come to her 

notice via the court circular that he had, in fact, been in Coburg since August.   

When faced with the realisation that her husband was becoming too great and 

impediment to her plans, Queen Victoria had spent some time considering the options 

available to her.  The Prince Regent didn’t shoot so an unfortunate hunting accident was out 

of the question. The days of public execution were over, and much as she would like to, one 

simply couldn’t lock people in the tower at will anymore. The Prince Regent’s interests 

meant that the greatest threat to his life was a nasty paper cut, or that a particularly heavy 

book might fall on his head. At the end of the day, while on English soil the private service 

arm of the Sky Chief Corps meant that any attempt at assassination was out of the question.    

Victoria smiled at the thought of the Sky Chief Corps.  The Empire would not 

rebuild itself, but with the Corps to enact her vision Britain would be truly Great once more.  

It had taken all of her diplomatic skills, but in the end, an assurance that the proud 

military history of the British Isles would be the bedrock on which the Corp was built had 

helped ease the necessary Bill through Parliament.  The people embraced the idea of a single 

unified military and administrative Corps, providing for the good of the country. Those few 

recalcitrant Honourable Members who had held out their votes in an attempt to stall the Bill 

had fallen like so many dominoes at the offer of Knighthoods and other lesser peerage.  And 

those who hadn’t, well, London was a dangerous city after nightfall.  
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Sir James was clearing his throat, the man may have been speaking but Victoria had 

been lost in her ambitious dreams.  “Your Majesty. I believe the crisis has arrived.”   

The Queen stood immediately, almost toppling the chair back into Sir James in her 

eagerness to be free of the dull little room and at last return to her work. “We are indebted to 

you for your service, Sir James.  Please make the necessary arrangements.” Victoria swept 

towards the door, the volume of her skirts disturbed the layer of dust that covered the floor 

and sent motes of it dancing in the light of the candle.   

“At once Ma’am.  If I may…” Sir James had reached for the door before Victoria 

and placed his hand on the turned metal handle.  From the breast pocket of his black 

physician’s coat he produced his handkerchief and offered it to the Queen. “A moderate 

display of grief will be expected.”  He bowed as she took the square of linen from him and 

nodded her acceptance of his suggestion.  Sir James opened the door and Victoria covered her 

mouth with the handkerchief and disappeared into the darkness beyond.  

The answer to the problem of the Prince Regent had in the end been a simple 

one.  He would have to be disposed of in absentia. And to prevent an awkward situation were 

he to return to England he would have to be disposed of a second and more final time, 

in Coburg.  It was to this part of the plan that the Queen now turned her attention, and was 

glad to have the handkerchief to hide her smile as she swept past the downcast eyes of the 

household staff.  
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Chapter 2 

 

In the cool, fading light of what had been a crisp December day Miranda Ebony 

stepped cautiously down the icy gangplank of her airship, The Duchess. The paddock where 

she had landed was covered in a blanket of snow disturbed only by a few sharp spikes of 

broken wheat stalks and the deep footprints of the two men who now stood before her. On the 

left was Edward Buxton, broad-shouldered and lowbrow in every sense. On the right his 

brother Thomas, the self-proclaimed brains of the operation. Although in comparison to 

Edward it took few brains to make that claim. Miranda suspected that the family dog would 

also have a decent chance. 

“Gentlemen.” 

“Captain.” Thomas nodded and tugged at the brim of the heavy woollen cap on his 

head. Edward gave a short grunt. 

“As delightful as it is to be watching the sunset with you, I believe you have 

something for me.” 

A nerve in Thomas’ cheek began to tick. At first he seemed unaware of it, then as it 

became more pronounced he began to scratch the spot. “Thing is, we’ve had a better offer.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“It don’t sit right with me and my brother to do business with you anymore.” 

Miranda folded her arms across her waist and let her fingers rest unseen against the 

pommel of her sword. “And why would that be?” 

“On account of your connections.” 
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“My connections, I see.” Miranda nodded and dug her heel against one of the foot 

rails that ran across the gangplank. “Any connection in particular?” 

“Well, there’s that husband of yours for one. And Arthur.” 

“Yeah.” Edward added. 

“My husband. My husband who has been dead these past 11 years. That husband?” 

Miranda tilted her head as she swivelled her gaze from Edward back to Thomas. “And my 

brother-in-law.” 

“On account of them being part of the Sky Chief Corps. Edward and I have 

discussed the matter at length,” Miranda bit her lip to control an involuntary laugh as Thomas 

paused to scratch again at his cheek, “and we don’t feel confident moving our product with 

someone who is so close to the Corps. Especially as how your young nephew is about to take 

up a commission too so we’ve heard.” 

“I see. Well, we had a deal.” Miranda took a step toward Thomas and uncrossed her 

arms, resting her hand purposefully on the leather-wrapped hilt of her sword. 

“Captain.” From the belly of the ship came the voice of The Duchess’ engineer, 

Duckett. 

“Thomas, if you want to take your business elsewhere that’s fine with me. I’m more 

than happy to never have to fly my ship out to your muddy piece of wasteland again, 

however, as I have kept up my end of our contract…” 

“Captain!” Duckett had climbed the stairs from the engine room and stood in the 

doorway looking down at her. “We’ve got company.” The grim set of his mouth made the 

fine hairs on the back of Miranda’s neck stand up in a way even the chilly air hadn’t managed 

to do. 
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“You stay there. I haven’t finished with you.” Miranda jumped from the gangplank 

and jabbed her finger into Thomas’ bony chest. Pushing her way through the almost knee-

deep snow she reached the nose of the ship. 

“That’ll be my new buyers, as I was just explaining to the Captain.” Miranda could 

hear Thomas’ chummy tone as he explained the situation to Duckett. She could imagine the 

response he was getting from Duckett, nothing more than a cold blank stare. The business 

side of things wasn’t Duckett’s concern, his focus was getting the ship in the air, keeping her 

there, and making sure that process could be achieved as quickly as necessary. 

Miranda leant around the prow of the gondola to get a look at her competition. This 

day could still turn out alright yet. If the Captain of the other ship didn’t realise there was an 

existing contract then he would quickly come to understand once the situation was explained 

to him. “Damn.” Miranda looked at the airship that was now coming in to land. The fat 

envelope of air above the ship’s gondola was taught across a skeleton of timber ribbing, the 

rope lines were thick and black with a coating of grease to stop them freezing and snapping in 

the cold. The gondola was constructed of a deep lustrous amber-coloured timber. It was 

polished to a high sheen and reflected the last rays of the sun. There was no bunting, no 

markings, and no heraldry to be seen, but Miranda knew it for what it was. The Sky Chief 

Corps had arrived. 

They say you can tell a dairymaid by her skin, a blacksmith by his hands, and a 

Corps’ airship by the shine on the timber. No free airship Captain had the time or manpower 

to regularly polish the timber of their ship. Between the rigours of regular flight, the 

occasional business disagreement, and generally staying out of the way of the Corps most 

Captains had better things to do. Buffing the timber until you could see your own reflection 

came way down the list. 
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Miranda turned as the Corps ship set down 100 metres away. There was a gentle hiss 

as the engine pressure was released just as the sound of The Duchess’ own engines began to 

wind up. “Thomas, Edward, I confess right now I cannot decide which one of you two is 

stupider. I really can’t.” Miranda elbowed Thomas out of the way as she headed up the 

gangplank and into The Duchess. 

“Now, now Captain. There’s no need for hard feelings. I’ll stand you and Duckett a 

round when next I’m in town.” Thomas said. 

“I’ll wager that when you’re next in town you will be in the care of the Corps 

guardsmen.” Miranda yanked hard on the rope that connected the gangplank to the ship and 

took some satisfaction in the confused look on Thomas’ face as it disappeared from view. 

Once the door was secured she took her place at the large timber ship wheel that dominated 

the front quarter of the enclosed deck of The Duchess. Through the broad window she 

watched as six Corpsmen advanced toward her position. On hearing the rising thrum of the 

engines their pace quickened. “Are we there yet? She called towards the floor hatch sitting 

open a few feet behind her. 

“Almost.” Duckett called back. 

“Almost will have to do.” Miranda reached over to the console beneath the window 

and began pulling leavers to set the flaps into position. The ship shuddered beneath her feet 

as it struggled to rise. She trimmed the elevators and said a silent prayer. The first of the 

Corpsmen was within an arm’s length of The Duchess as the shuddering ceased and the 

underbelly lifted from the frozen ground. The Corpsmen on the ground hesitated for a 

moment in their advance as they tried to decide which would be the greater prize, a free 

airship or the Buxtons. Miranda wasn’t going to hang around while they made up their minds. 

If the Buxtons had been stupid enough to be duped into contracting an undercover Corps 
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crew to move their unlicensed goods then the last thing Miranda wanted to be doing was 

explaining her presence there. And the Corps wouldn’t mess around, that was a certainty. She 

could almost guarantee that the brothers would already be in irons by the time The Duchess 

cleared the property. 

“So was it us they were after?” Duckett appeared at the top of the stairs, wiping his 

greasy hands on his already filthy trousers. 

“I don’t think so.” Miranda guided the The Duchess over the line of trees that 

bordered the Buxton’s land, the belly of the ship skimmed the tallest branches which gave 

way to the broad expanse of open fields and farmland, the land quickly dropped away as the 

ship rose. Miranda aimed for the east, set the lock on the wheel and turned to face Duckett. 

“If it was it would have been more than one ship. And more than a handful of men.” 

“Aye, well. I don’t fancy the boys’ chances much. They’ll be off that land and into a 

cell before we reach London.” 

“They’ve none to blame but themselves.” Miranda crossed to the table bolted to the 

floor against the far wall. Laid across it were several maps, more were crammed tightly into 

the many pigeon holes under the table. “We hardly broke even on those trips anyway, factor 

in the cost of coal and water and they weren’t really worth the bother.” 

“Even so money is money.” Duckett leant on the table and surveyed the maps. 

“We’ve got another run to Ireland tomorrow and two more later this week. That’ll be 

enough to see us through to the New Year.” Miranda checked her watch. “We can make up 

some time if we follow the river.” 

“What’s your rush?” 

Miranda caught Duckett’s eyes and waited for him to catch on. “Nicholas is 

commissioned tomorrow, we’re due for supper.” 
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“You’re due for supper.” Duckett said. 

“We’re both expected.” 

Duckett grunted quietly. 

“You are the only one who makes you feel unwelcome. Rose and the kids would 

love to see you. Really can’t you and Arthur just try...” 

“I’ve business to attend to anyway.” He pushed off from the table and turned back 

for the stairs. “Got to meet a man about some compressor parts, said I’d see him at the Cog.” 

Miranda dropped her eyes back to the maps. “If you say so.” 

“I do.” 

Miranda watched Duckett disappear back into the belly of the ship to be among the 

tubes and valves, all things he could rely on. 
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