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CHAPTER ONE 
‘And can you tell me the meaning of this, Jack?’ Miss Bloxley paused. ‘Carpe diem.’
No, I cannot, thought Jack Mason. Because I forgot to do my homework. 
But he did not say it. Miss Bloxley, Jack’s tutor, did not share his sense of humour. He wasn’t even sure she had one. Latin was Jack’s least favourite subject and he doubted he would ever understand it. Miss Bloxley might as well have been chatting to him in goldfish.
Jack looked desperately to Scarlet Bell, the other occupant of the tiny classroom. Scarlet was fifteen years old, with fire engine red hair, green eyes and a pixie face. She was also the most beautiful girl Jack had ever seen—but he had never told her. Not even when they faced certain death at the hands of Professor M in their recent adventure with Ignatius Doyle, the famous detective and now their mentor.
Jack’s expertise was more in acts of the body than the mind. He was fourteen years old and had brown hair and blue eyes. Having spent most of his life as a circus acrobat, he was quick and agile. After being orphaned, he had only just become Mr Doyle’s assistant when Scarlet sought their help to investigate her father’s disappearance. By the end of that incredible escapade, she had joined their detective team.
Scarlet was smart. Jack could tell from her wide eyes that she knew the answer to Miss Bloxley’s question. But short of telepathy, Scarlet could do nothing with their tutor glaring at them.
The classroom was like the rest of the top floor of 221 Bee Street: a cross between a second-hand shop, a theatre-props room and a zoo. Jack glanced about to see if anything would give him a clue about the Latin. A number of strange items lay within reach: the engine of a M22 Morris steamcar, the complete works of Shakespeare in Russian, a fish tank filled with giant mushrooms, the stuffed body of an owl, and a marble bust of Napoleon Bonaparte.
None of this helped. Through a distant window, morning sun began clearing the winter mist. Lines of airships streamed in and out of London. Many of them were headed towards the Metrotower, an enormous building soaring all the way into space.
What I wouldn’t give to be on the London Metrotower right now, Jack thought. Take a flight on a space steamer heading to some far off—
‘Jack?’ Miss Bloxley interrupted.
‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘Carpe diem.’
Through a strange quirk of biology, Miss Bloxley, being short and round, bore an unhappy resemblance to a frog. Jack would not have been surprised to discover her squatting happily on a lily pad with a greedy eye on the local insect life. He was about to open his mouth and confess his ignorance when a loud scream cut the air.
‘That came from reception,’ Scarlet said.
‘It sounded like Gloria!’ Jack said, referring to Mr Doyle’s receptionist and housekeeper. Leaping to his feet, he waved at Miss Bloxley. ‘Better go. Seize the day and all.’
Jack and Scarlet sprinted through the maze of paraphernalia to reception, where they found Mr Doyle—dressed in his usual black coat, brown chequered cape and bowler hat—kneeling beside a boy on the floor.
Gloria Scott stood next to him. Pretty, with blonde hair and blue eyes, she pointed in dismay.
‘He stumbled in here and collapsed.’
Jack looked down. The helpless victim was about the same age as himself. Blood poured from the wound in his stomach where a knife had been jammed in to the hilt. Jack felt the colour drain from his face; he would never get used to the sight of blood.
‘Gloria,’ Mr Doyle said, ‘go for the doctor!’
The detective applied pressure to the wound. He turned to Jack and Scarlet with a grim expression. ‘His injury is serious,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how he made it this far.’
Scarlet glanced towards the corridor that led to the elevator. ‘There’s a trail all the way to our door.’
Averting his eyes from the growing pool of blood, Jack examined the boy’s face. He was freckled with round cheeks and sandy hair. He looked like living outdoors was as natural to him as a bird in a forest. A jagged scar ran under one eye. There was something familiar about him. Jack had known someone… 
He gasped. ‘That’s Frankie Shore!’
‘You know him?’ Scarlet said.
‘We were in the circus together!’
Frankie and his older sister, Helen, had performed a clown routine, while at the same time helping their mother operate a knock-’em-down stall. Their father had been the circus strongman. One day he had argued with the ringmaster about wages. A fight had followed and he grabbed their belongings, and the four of them had disappeared from Jack’s life.
Until now.
‘Frankie.’ Jack knelt next to his old friend. ‘It’s me. Jack Mason.’
‘Jack.’ His voice was barely a whisper. ‘I heard you’d done all right, old chum…after what happened to your parents.’
Somehow Frankie must have heard that Mr Doyle had taken Jack in after his parents were killed. News among circus people spread faster than fire.
‘Who did this to you?’ Jack asked. ‘Who stabbed you?’
The boy struggled to speak through the pain. ‘Chameleon…’ Frankie coughed, blood appearing on his lips. ‘Going to kill…the eagle…’ 
‘What?’
Mr Doyle shook his head. ‘Not now, Jack. He needs to conserve his energy.’
‘The doctor is on his way.’ Scarlet laid a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Just hold on.’
Frankie’s lips moved, then he said distinctly, ‘A whip of fire…liberty…’ 
‘A whip of fire?’ Jack repeated the strange words. 
Frankie then whispered, ‘Two doors,’ and fell silent. 
Gloria hurried through with the local surgeon, and Scarlet and Jack moved out of the way as Dr Budd set to work. Frankie’s eyes found Jack and his shaking hand signalled him closer. Jack placed an ear against Frankie’s lips as he said, ‘Mother,’ and then said no more.
‘I’m sorry,’ Dr Budd sighed, wiping his brow. ‘He could not be saved.’
‘Gloria,’ Mr Doyle said, ‘will you be so kind as to find a constable?’ He drew Jack and Scarlet away from the body. ‘I’m so sorry, Jack,’ he said. ‘This must be terrible for you.’
‘Are you all right?’ Scarlet asked.
Jack was light-headed with shock. ‘I haven’t seen Frankie for years,’ he said. ‘But he was still a friend.’
‘I’m afraid I need to ask you some questions,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘Yes?’
‘What was Frankie saying to you about the whip of fire and so forth?’
‘I have no idea.’
The words were still bouncing around Jack’s head like echoes in a cavern.


Two doors 
Chameleon 
An eagle 
A whip of fire 
Liberty 


None of it made any sense.
Mr Doyle thanked the doctor and asked him to make the necessary arrangements. When Dr Budd departed, Mr Doyle searched Frankie’s pockets, pulling out a train ticket, a ball of string and three marbles.
A constable appeared in the doorway with Gloria. Mr Doyle explained the circumstances to him before turning to Jack and Scarlet. ‘Grab your coats,’ he said. ‘We must leave immediately.’
‘Leave?’ Scarlet asked. ‘For where?’
‘I will meet you at the Lion’s Mane,’ he said. ‘And don’t forget Bertha!’
Bertha? Jack groaned. Not that dratted tarantula! 
Mr Doyle hurried away with a limp, an injury he had sustained during the war. Jack headed in the other direction, towards his bedroom, a clean and tidy chamber with a chest of drawers, a bookcase and an en-suite bathroom. It was a luxury hotel compared to Sunnyside Orphanage where he had lived after his parents’ deaths. He threw on his green coat over his blue-and-white striped shirt and dark pants. The coat’s pockets were filled with items he took everywhere, including a disguise kit, string, dried food and a lock pick.
Jack retrieved his goggles from a drawer. They doubled as binoculars for distance vision as well as magnification. The last object he scooped up was the dome-shaped cage sitting on his bedside table.
Bertha, Mr Doyle’s pet tarantula, lurked inside the wire mesh. Miniature plants and climbing ladders crisscrossed its interior. It was a fine home, but Jack would have been happier if Bertha had been living in her native Laos, half a world away. One day Jack had made the mistake of confessing his fear of spiders to Mr Doyle and Scarlet.
‘You must confront your terrors,’ the detective had thundered. ‘I want you to bring Bertha with us wherever we go. Only through familiarity with our Cobalt Blue friend will you grow to admire her as I do.’
Jack found it hard to believe he would ever admire Bertha. Fear her, certainly. But admire her?
Pigs might fly. 
To make matters worse, Scarlet seemed to delight in treating the spider like a baby rather than the terrifying monster from Hell that she was!
Jack sighed, and began to make his way to the roof where the Lion’s Mane was docked. A lozenge-shaped cabin hung beneath the gold balloon. The picture of a lion and the registration number—1887—decorated the bow. Rectangular windows ran about the top of the gondola. Tiny iron rivets held the craft together.
Steam poured from its propulsion tubes beneath the living quarters. Below these lay a pair of landing skids, curved upwards at each end. The rear door, a triangular hatch, was already open. Jack stepped through, shutting it behind him.
A round table and chairs stood in the centre of the room. Curtains, decorated with red and blue cogs, were tied against the sides; these could be drawn to create separate sleeping quarters. Beds were folded into the timber walls. A glass partition divided this section from the engine room and bridge.
Jack placed his bag down and entered this next room to find Scarlet feeding coal into the firebox. She was now dressed in a slim-fitting blue dress and a crimson leather bustier. She slammed the firebox closed. Beside her, Mr Doyle pressed a button that automatically disengaged the mooring cables, and the airship started to ascend. The detective pulled a few levers on the semicircular control panel before taking charge of the wheel.
The Lion’s Mane was a masterpiece of bronze, iron and timber, a present to Ignatius Doyle from a grateful client. To Jack it represented the peak of human engineering.
Steam power, he thought. Nothing beats it. 
Scarlet pushed back her red hair, spotting the cage in Jack’s hand. She leaned in, pouting. ‘There’s my little cootchy-coo.’
‘Scarlet,’ Jack said. ‘I’m not sure what’s more frightening. You or the spider.’
‘Jack!’ She was shocked. ‘You mustn’t be like that. She’s a little scaredy-cat.’
‘There are no cats in our neighbourhood,’ Jack informed her. ‘They have all been eaten—by Bertha!’
‘Now, now.’ Mr Doyle spun the wheel. ‘Bertha is quite harmless.’
‘So are lions,’ Jack said, ‘as long as they stay in Africa.’
Jack hung Bertha’s cage on a hook overlooking the console where the tarantula could enjoy the view.
‘Mr Doyle,’ Scarlet said, ‘you have not explained what we are doing.’
‘I thought you’d never ask. We are travelling to Colchester Prison.’
‘Colchester Prison?’ Jack caught Scarlet’s eye. The detective might as well have suggested a trip to the moon. ‘Why?’
‘To prevent a terrible crime.’



CHAPTER TWO 
The Lion’s Mane rose, merging with a line of airships as the city fell away beneath them. Much of the old metropolis was being torn down or rebuilt. Terrafirma, a special mould devised by the Darwinist League, made it possible for buildings to be constructed to enormous heights, several almost a mile high. The Metrotower—reaching all the way into space—dwarfed everything.
The streets, packed with steamcars, were drowned in smoke and fog. Most vehicles on the road were Stephenson 78s, with a chimney, a barrel-shaped steam chamber and a six-wheel chassis for both city and country driving. 
Jack sunk his hands deep into his pockets. He had forgotten to check for his compass and locket, but they were there. The locket contained the only photograph he had of his parents, and they had given him the compass just before their deaths. They were Jack’s most treasured possessions.
Ignatius Doyle adjusted the bronze steering wheel and increased power. ‘You are familiar with the assassin known as the Chameleon?’ he asked.
Jack raised an eyebrow. Who didn’t know the Chameleon? He was a deadly killer, linked to the murders of fifteen people, including the Prime Minister of India. He was called the Chameleon because, like the lizard that could change colour to mimic its surroundings, he was able to disguise himself to look like almost anyone. His skills in makeup and impersonation enabled him to draw close to his victims before taking their lives.
No-one knew his real name. He had started as a standover man for local gangsters in the East End of London, extorting money from shopkeepers and killing those who would not pay. He moved on to murdering rival gang leaders, always working for the highest bidder. Then he advanced to the big leagues, charging larger and larger fees for high-profile killings.
Within a few years he had become one of the most infamous—and unrecognisable—men in the world. It was said he could blend into any environment without being noticed.
But this had changed when he was captured last year and his face appeared on the front page of every newspaper in the world. The Chameleon was, in fact, a thin man, clean-shaven and completely bald; he didn’t even have eyebrows. His face in the photograph was oddly blank, not the sort of face that anyone would think about twice. It was easy to see how a wig and makeup would enable him to conceal his true identity. 
‘Did you help catch him?’ Jack asked.
‘I played a small part in his apprehension,’ Mr Doyle admitted. ‘It was an international operation, but I was able to track him to his lair where he was arrested by Scotland Yard.’
Scarlet frowned. ‘So you think the Chameleon that Frankie Shore mentioned was…?’
‘The assassin.’
‘And he’s going to escape from jail?’
‘It’s a possibility.’
‘Frankie wasn’t making a lot of sense,’ Jack said. ‘He spoke about an eagle and a burning whip. And two doors. How would they fit into all this?’
‘I have no idea,’ said Mr Doyle. ‘I investigated a crime involving five doors, a gumboot factory and an opera singer with a third arm. It was quite intriguing…’ 
‘Mr Doyle.’
‘But yes, of course. I happen to be privy to some important information that makes me think they are connected.’
‘What information?’ Scarlet asked.
‘The Chameleon is being transferred today.’
‘Where to?’
‘From Colchester to Bournemouth Prison.’
Jack shuddered. He had no doubt that the Chameleon deserved everything he got, but Bournemouth was notorious, housing some of England’s most dangerous criminals. Prisoners were kept in solitary confinement for twenty-three hours a day. No-one had ever escaped. 
‘It’s not a nice place,’ Jack murmured.
‘It’s not for nice people,’ Mr Doyle replied.
The towers of London now gave way to ramshackle suburbs and open countryside. Green and fertile farmland spread out before them. Scarlet leaned close to Jack. ‘At least this is better than working on our Latin,’ she said.
‘Latin?’ Jack sniffed. ‘Couldn’t those Romans just speak English?’
‘Latin is an ancient language. Much of English is derived from it,’ Scarlet said. ‘It can be difficult, but difficulties are made to be overcome.’
‘Is that what Blinkie Bubblebutt says?’
‘Brinkie Buckeridge,’ she corrected him. ‘And yes, Brinkie is confronted by adversity all the time.’
‘She is only a character in a book.’
‘But art often imitates life. In The Adventure of the Haunted Egg, Brinkie is imprisoned for a crime she did not commit. She has only a life-size rubber elephant to help her escape.’
‘And she gets away?’
‘In time for dinner.’ Scarlet beamed. ‘If the Chameleon is planning an escape, I relish the opportunity to stop him.’
‘Let’s hope he doesn’t have a rubber elephant for company.’
They kept their eyes peeled until a dot appeared on the horizon, growing larger as they approached. Colchester Prison was a vast granite box in the middle of grassy pastures, guarded by men with guns. A series of bluestone walls, hundreds of feet apart, surrounded the jail. To escape, Jack mused, a criminal would have to dash across a vast open field between each wall.
Mr Doyle began their descent. ‘We are allowed no closer than the outer wall,’ he explained. ‘Anyone flying within its perimeter is shot down.’
‘What if someone flies over by accident?’ Scarlet asked.
‘There are no exceptions.’
They landed near the gatehouse, a square building with a portcullis—a metal lattice gate that could be raised or lowered—set into the centre. Armed guards stood on each side. Beyond the gatehouse lay the long, winding road leading to the jail.
After tethering the Lion’s Mane, they hurried over as a man stepped from the gatehouse. He was an overweight, grim-looking gentleman, dressed in a dark suit. He looks like he eats too many cupcakes, Jack thought. 
‘We’re in luck,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘That’s Reginald Burke, the prison warden.’
Mr Doyle introduced his companions and explained the purpose of their visit.
‘I appreciate your concern, Ignatius,’ the warden said. ‘But we have everything under control. You see that airship?’ He pointed to a black vessel cutting a slice in the blue sky. ‘That’s the prison vessel transporting the Chameleon. It’s so heavily fortified that even the army would struggle to bring it down.’
The detective gave a genial smile. ‘It’s a wonderful diversion,’ he said. ‘A clever way to draw attention from the armoured van you’re really using to transport the Chameleon.’
‘What?’ The warden’s mouth fell open. ‘How did you know?’
‘Your secret is safe,’ Ignatius Doyle said. ‘At least with myself and my team.’ He peered down the road. ‘No, I have written a short piece about the differences in vehicle tyres. I believe I will have it published one day, although it’s difficult to find magazines that accept interesting articles. I’ve tried the ladies’ journals—’ 
‘Mr Doyle,’ Jack interrupted.
‘Oh, yes. Back to the task at hand.’ He pointed at a set of tracks leading into the jail. ‘These are from an armoured vehicle, a type normally used to convey money. Now, I ask you—why would an armoured car be delivering money to a jail? The answer is obvious. It is not. Everyone knows you often use an armoured airship to transport your prisoners.’ He drew close to the warden. ‘But the Chameleon is no normal prisoner.’ 
‘That’s amazing.’
‘Just simple deductive reasoning. I commend you on your…’ 
But the detective got no further. The ground trembled and an explosion reverberated across the landscape. Burke paled and raced back into the gatehouse. Guards leapt into vehicles and raced down the road towards the jail. The prison vessel changed direction, coming in to land beyond a hill. Jack, Scarlet and Mr Doyle peered through the latticework.
‘What’s happened?’ Jack turned to Scarlet. ‘You don’t think…?’
‘A rubber elephant? Would the Chameleon read great literature like the Brinkie Buckeridge novels?’
It wasn’t long before Reginald Burke emerged from the gatehouse, beads of sweat about his brow.
‘Reginald!’ Mr Doyle called. ‘What is it?’
‘He’s gone! The Chameleon has escaped!’



CHAPTER THREE 
Jack made a lunch of cucumber sandwiches and a pot of tea as they flew back to London. Mr Doyle was a fine mentor, but he sometimes forgot the less important elements of life—like eating. Jack delivered the food to the bridge. Mr Doyle nodded at the tray, but instead pulled a piece of dusty cheese from his pocket and chewed on it thoughtfully. Jack and Scarlet started on the sandwiches.
They discussed the Chameleon’s incredible escape. A tunnel had been dug almost half a mile from a wood to intersect with the road. As the prison truck had passed over it, an explosion collapsed the tunnel, and the truck disappeared underground. By the time officers reached the crater, the guards were all dead and the Chameleon was gone.
‘An amazing breakout.’ Mr Doyle stood at the helm, watching the city grow closer. ‘Whoever snatched the Chameleon required three things: time, money and knowledge.’
‘Knowledge?’ Jack said.
‘Only a few people knew the Chameleon was being taken via the road. Obviously there is a double agent at work who aided in his escape.’
‘So someone wanted him free,’ Scarlet said. ‘Why?’ 
‘Probably because of his incomparable talents as an assassin.’
‘And that person also killed Frankie?’ Jack said.
‘There must be a link.’ Mr Doyle merged the Lion’s Mane into a line of airships. ‘That’s why we’re going to Clapham.’
‘Clapham?’
‘Where Frankie’s train ticket originated. He probably lived there. We’ll find his home by asking the locals.’
They fell into silence. Seeing Frankie had reminded Jack of the circus. As the Flying Sparrows, he and his mother and father had defied death on the trapeze. But it had all come to an end when a piece of equipment failed, killing his parents. It was so unfair, Jack thought. One day they were alive and vibrant. The next they were gone.
With the sun low in the sky, Mr Doyle brought the Lion’s Mane in to land on a roof near Clapham Railway Station. Owners in this area leased moorings for airships.
Jack and Scarlet followed Mr Doyle to the street where they began asking shopkeepers if anyone knew of Frankie Shore. The boy was a popular figure, and the baker gave them his address.
Jack heard the shouting even before they reached the house. Rounding a corner, he saw a shabby terrace house with smoke billowing from the ground floor.
‘Goodness,’ Scarlet said. ‘You don’t think…?’
‘That’s Frankie’s home?’ Mr Doyle wore a grim expression. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’
‘I hope the family is all right,’ Jack said.
A fire engine, an Oakley 59, came barrelling around the corner, with a huge smokestack at the front, a circular boiler behind and a cabin with seating for six men. A coiled hose and massive water cylinder were at the rear. The firemen got out and started spraying the blaze, but they were too late. The building was already consumed. 
Mr Doyle approached a police officer controlling the crowd and asked if he knew anything of the family. 
‘Looks like nobody’s home,’ he said. ‘They’re a nice family. All work at Clapham Carnival.’
Mr Doyle thanked him. He was thoughtful as he led Jack and Scarlet back to the Lion’s Mane. Within minutes, the ship was airborne and they were heading towards the fairgrounds.
‘We had best watch our step,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘It seems likely that whoever killed Frankie also torched his family’s home. Somehow Frankie became involved in something out of his depth.’
‘Like what?’ Jack asked.
‘Maybe the Chameleon needed their carnival skills for an assassination,’ Scarlet suggested.
‘I don’t know,’ Jack said. ‘Danny Shore was the circus strongman. His wife, Emily, worked the sideshows. Frankie and Helen helped her as well as performing a routine as clowns during the intermission. I don’t know how any of that would help an assassin.’
‘Keep an open mind,’ the detective said. ‘The answer will come to us.’
Clapham Carnival came into view. Jack had never been to the amusement park, but he knew it was one of the largest in Britain, with hundreds of rides, sideshows and eateries. It could take a week to see the whole carnival. The most impressive feature was the roller coaster known as the Rocket, a powerful steam train that pulled half-a-dozen open carriages behind it. It followed a track over a series of ascents and descents preceding several death-defying loops and turns. It had been voted one of the most thrilling rides in the world.
Night fell as Mr Doyle brought the Lion’s Mane in to land. Jack felt a twinge of nostalgia. He had spent most of his life in places like this, and the smell of sawdust, candy canes and exotic animals was like coming home. He felt a mixture of sadness and excitement as they passed through the gates.
‘It must have been an amazing life,’ Scarlet commented as they joined the crowd. ‘The circus, I mean.’ 
‘It was a lot of hard work. When you’re not doing the show or practising, you’re helping set up or knocking down the big top for the next performance.’
‘So it’s not all glamour?’
Jack laughed. ‘I don’t think any of it is.’
‘But you had some free time?’
‘I used to read a lot. Adventure stories. History and legends. None of the Bumble Blinkalot books.’ Jack smiled. ‘My parents were good like that. They always bought books for me. A lot of people in the circus didn’t read.’
‘They didn’t like it?’
‘They didn’t know how. They were smart, but they didn’t trust reading.’
‘Really?’
‘There’s a lot of superstition at the circus. It’s bad luck to look behind you during the parade. You shouldn’t whistle in the dressing-room.’ He paused. ‘When you step into the circus ring, you have to put your right foot in first.’
‘How strange.’
‘Possibly not,’ Mr Doyle spoke up. ‘Leading with the right hand or right foot has been considered good luck for centuries. Has Miss Bloxley mentioned the Latin word for left?’
‘Does it mean sinister?’ Jack asked.
‘It does,’ the detective said. ‘It’s nice to see you’re doing so well with your Latin.’
‘Uh, yes.’
They had reached one of the brightly lit sideshow alleys with knock-’em-down stalls, food outlets and souvenir stands.
‘This may be a job better suited to you,’ Mr Doyle said to Jack. ‘I think the carnival folk will be more inclined to speak to a youth than to someone such as myself.’
Jack approached the woman wearing emerald earrings running the Mirror Maze. She nodded when he mentioned Frankie and Helen. ‘The young boy isn’t working here anymore, but Helen’s over in Aisle Seven,’ she said.
The team made their way through the maze of stalls. Families were everywhere. Every second child held a balloon or candy cane. Amid the steam and smoke, gaslight illuminated the dozens of sideshows. People fired guns at targets. Others threw hoops to win prizes. A big top dominated one section of the carnival. There were three shows a day themed around historical events; the current program was The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire.
Many of the rides resembled the interior of giant machines, with small steam engines racing through labyrinths of cogs and gears. People were screaming and laughing, although Jack noticed some of the passengers looked a little green.
The noise was deafening, the smoke so thick in places that it was impossible to see five feet ahead. At the centre sat an enormous merry-go-round. Wooden horses and boats and space steamers flew around at dizzying speeds. The children on board loved it.
As they approached Aisle Seven, Mr Doyle glanced at the roller coaster. ‘The Rocket doesn’t seem to be working.’
‘Maybe it has broken down,’ Scarlet said.
‘Then they must be really losing some money,’ Jack said. ‘That ride is probably the carnival’s biggest earner.’ 
They found a stall run by a cross-looking man with curly blond hair and a matching moustache. He was burly with powerful arms. Behind him were prizes that contestants could win if they knocked over three bottles in a row.
‘That’s Danny Shore,’ Jack said, pointing out the strongman.
Mr Doyle approached. ‘Are you Frankie and Helen’s father?’
The man glared at them. ‘Who wants to know?’
Jack intervened. ‘Do you remember me? Jack Mason. I was with the Flying Sparrows.’
Mr Shore’s expression softened. ‘Of course I do, Jack. I heard about your parents. I was right sorry about it.’
Jack glanced at Mr Doyle. Mr Shore had not yet heard the tragic news about his son.
Mr Doyle introduced himself and Scarlet, then asked, ‘Where are your wife and daughter? Are they working tonight?’
‘My wife, Emily, is working one of the stalls on the south side. I don’t know about Helen. She was here earlier. It’s not like her to walk off and leave the stall unattended.’
A gangly man wearing an engineer’s cap raced up to them. His name was Stevie Barnes. He also doubled as the Incredible Rubber Man. ‘Danny! We’ve got trouble.’ 
‘What’s wrong?’
‘It’s the Rocket.’
‘Isn’t it working?’
‘It’s working, all right. But I don’t know how!’
They followed him across the amusement park to the departure platform for the Rocket. Stevie was the night driver. Apparently he had stepped away for a few minutes while the steam engine was restocked for the evening shift, and returned to find the ride had taken off without him.
They all watched the engine chug up an incline. Reaching the top, it accelerated and made its way around a loop before heading back towards the station.
‘That’s the settling in part of the ride,’ Stevie explained. ‘After that it gets a whole lot more exciting.’ He peered at the distant locomotive. ‘And faster. I can’t see anyone in the engine room, but someone’s standing in one of the carriages.’
Mr Doyle produced his goggles. Mr Shore snatched them from him.
‘Oh my God,’ he cried. ‘It’s Helen.’
‘Why would she be on the ride?’ Mr Doyle asked. 
‘I don’t know. She hates the Rocket!’
‘The ride can’t operate without a driver at the controls,’ Stevie said. ‘There’s a fail-safe switch in the cabin.’
‘Someone must have disabled it,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Is there any other way to stop it?’
Stevie went pale. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It will pick up speed until it flies off the tracks.’



CHAPTER FOUR 
Mr Shore grabbed Stevie by the lapels. ‘There’s got to be another way to stop the engine. Think, man! Think!’
‘I don’t see how…wait…of course!’
‘What is it?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘There’s an emergency system inside the station room, designed to release sand onto the tracks and bring the Rocket to a halt.’
They all pushed through the crowds. A ‘Closed’ sign had been placed at the entry turnstiles. Racing along the platform, the group entered the station room. ‘There’s a lever here that—oh no!’
Three levers were set into the floor, but one had been broken off. Mr Shore cried out in anguish. He tried to fit it back into the housing, with no luck. The mechanism had been bent out of shape.
Jack glanced out the window. A bald man stood motionless in the milling crowds, watching them like a hawk. Grabbing Mr Doyle’s arm, Jack pointed, but the stranger was already gone.
‘Could it have been the Chameleon?’ Scarlet asked. 
‘Possibly,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But he’s not our priority right now. We need to stop this ride. Can you search the platform for a length of pipe? We might be able to lever the controls back into place.’
They went outside, but Jack’s eyes quickly strayed to the safety system, an enormous sand-filled box located over the tracks at the far end of the station. Under normal circumstances it would open at the bottom, the train would hit the sand and slide to a halt. In another minute the train would pass beneath the tray. Jack’s eyes followed the track, which looped over the busy carnival. If the train derailed near the top it would crash hundreds of feet to the ground. There was no telling how many people might die.
‘This reminds me of a Brinkie Buckeridge story,’ Scarlet said, tugging experimentally at a metal railing. It refused to budge. ‘She had to bring a train to a halt using only a nail file…’ 
Her voice faded. Jack thought of Mr Shore. They had not yet broken the news to him about his son. Both he and his wife would be shattered to learn of Frankie’s death. How would they cope with the double tragedy of losing their daughter?
‘…finally firing the nail file through the length of bamboo, and disabling the control mechanism,’ Scarlet said. ‘Jack?’
He had already started down the platform. At the overhead bridge, he climbed a metal ladder to the top where he found a barrier of barbed wire. Easy enough to climb over. 
‘Jack!’ Scarlet yelled. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Trying to save Helen’s life.’
‘Mr Doyle said not to do anything dangerous.’
‘He told us not to chase the Chameleon.’
The roller coaster had begun its approach. The engine had a small cab for the driver. Behind was the coal caboose and half-a-dozen carriages.
‘Oh dear,’ Scarlet said, as though she was reading his mind. ‘Isn’t there a superstition about this? About jumping onto the roof of a moving train?’
‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘But I wish there was.’
Jack estimated the length of the sand box. Thirty feet. What he had to do was clear: a long run-up followed by a jump. One of the routines he and his parents had practised had been similar. Of course, that had been with a net… 
The train approached.
Scarlet was silent as Jack positioned himself at the nearest end of the sand box. The locomotive grew louder. The metal housing shook. Jack swallowed hard. He glanced at Scarlet. The blast of air of the approaching train played havoc with her hair, which flew madly about her shoulders.
Good luck, she mouthed.
Bazookas, he thought. How do I get myself into these situations?
He ran.
The roar of the Rocket was deafening. Like a thousand drums—like a mighty heartbeat counting off the seconds of a person’s life. Jack picked up speed. Come on, he thought. Faster. Faster!
He reached the end and leapt as the train passed underneath. Black, poisonous smoke blinded him. He threw his arms wide. Slammed into the hard roof of the coal caboose. Bounced. Rolled. Scrambled for a handhold. Connected with nothing…
No!
But then Jack’s hands found a groove. He squeezed with all his might, his other hand gripping the corner. The smoke cleared a little, and he saw the steam engine ahead of him. He peered back to Helen.
But she was gone!
That’s impossible, Jack thought, searching about until he saw a motionless shape in one of the last carriages. It was Helen, and she appeared to be unconscious.
The engine changed pitch. The Rocket had reached an incline and was charging full pelt up the slope. Jack lost his grip. Desperately raking the surface, he found nothing but smooth metal, and fell backwards into darkness.
Jack felt like he was falling for a million years, but it was only a second. He relaxed his body, bending his knees to absorb the impact as he landed feet first on the coupling joining the carriages.
Yes!
But then the momentum of the train threw him backwards. He flipped over into the first row of seats, his head colliding with the floor, his legs sticking into the air.
Ouch!
Jack scrambled to his feet. He spotted Helen sprawled in a seat halfway along the carriage, an arm hanging over the side. As the train raced across a level section of track, he climbed over more seats to check Helen’s pulse. She was alive, although she had a nasty lump on her forehead.
When the Rocket reached the top of another incline it slowed. The engine disappeared from sight before its momentum increased again and it charged down the slope. Jack braced himself against Helen, holding on to the seat with all his strength.
His stomach dropped as the Rocket reached the bottom. It continued racing along the straight track, rocking wildly from side to side. Calliope music drifted up from the carnival as the engine started up another incline. Jack remembered what Stevie Barnes had said: It will continue to pick up speed until it flies off the tracks. 
The Rocket was already screaming along at a dangerous speed. Jack had to act fast if he stood any chance of stopping it. Easing Helen down onto the floor, he began climbing towards the engine. The track ahead followed a series of rises and falls before the final drop, and the terrifying section known as the Corkscrew.
The carriage would not survive the Corkscrew. Jack knew that for sure. He clambered over the caboose and dropped into the engineer’s cabin, just as the Rocket crested the rise. Usually it would have paused, but it now continued at full speed. Jack desperately hung on to a rail as the train became momentarily airborne—before smashing back onto the tracks.
The locomotive continued hurtling like a boulder down a hill. Jack seized the handbrake and pulled back as hard as he could. A terrible screeching cut through the air. He fell against the firebox—the surface of the metal was boiling hot—and his head collided with the wall. 
Jack awoke to the smell of smoke and fire. The faraway music had stopped. He was lying on the floor of the control cabin; the firebox had flown open and burning coals lay everywhere. He staggered to his feet, head throbbing. The locomotive was upright, but tilted at forty-five degrees. Jack peered out to the night sky, the caboose and Helen. She was still alive.
A groan emanated from under the train. It sounded like a sea monster had risen from the depths. Sounds came from far below; the cries of voices, men shouting orders to one another, sirens.
An ominous shudder vibrated through the floor. The Rocket had come to a halt hundreds of feet above the ground. Jack looked down at the carnival. The people were like ants as they fled the amusement park in panic. A shriek cut the air as steam poured from a broken pipe. The engine lay half off the rails. If it tilted an inch more… 
Jack made his way gingerly across the coal caboose towards Helen. The train—and the roller-coaster track—swayed beneath him. To his relief, Helen’s eyes were open.
‘What’s happening?’ she asked, dazed. ‘Where am I?’ 
‘We’ve got to go.’
‘Jack Mason? But where…?’
The tracks swung under them like a swing at the playground. Timber beams snapped with every movement. They needed to move fast if they were going to survive. Jack pulled Helen across rows of seats. They had only one more carriage to climb over.
‘Where are we?’ Helen pleaded. ‘What’s going on?’ 
‘There’s no time to explain.’
‘Where are my parents?’
An explosion came from the front, sending pieces of track and timber flying in all directions. A metal stanchion—as long as a grown man—shot past them as if it had been thrown by a giant, slamming into a supporting beam.
‘Quickly!’ Jack yelled.
He heard Helen gasp. ‘We’re on the roller coaster!’ 
What was left of the structure rocked wildly. Jack ducked and threw Helen over his shoulder. She screamed, but her cry was drowned out by more explosions from the engine. Jack lurched across the final rows of seating before jumping onto the tracks.
Somehow remaining on his feet, Jack stumbled along the sleepers. He had learned tightrope walking in the circus: he had to use Helen’s weight as a balance to stay upright. A tightrope walker would normally use a long, stationary pole. But Helen was neither long, nor was she stationary. She fought against him, still confused about what was happening.
‘Hang on,’ he grunted. ‘We’re almost there!’
‘Almost where?’
Another explosion and the tracks heaved sickeningly. Jack fell and grabbed the timber cross ties. Helen screamed. The tracks swayed—too far—in the opposite direction. The train and cabooses tipped over the side. 
The Rocket carved a path of destruction through the support structure, tons of metal annihilating everything in its path until it slammed into the ground, sending a cloud of smoke rising from the disaster.
Pieces of track continued to drop away from the broken track, but their section was safe, swinging like a pendulum for another minute before slowly easing to a halt. Helen, lying next to him, gently extricated herself from Jack’s grasp and her eyes stared into his.
‘Jack Mason?’ she said. ‘Is that really you?’
An hour later a rescue airship, commanded by a talented pilot, was able to manoeuvre in close enough to extricate them from their precarious position. The carnival was in chaos, with fire engines everywhere.
Jack was reunited with Mr Doyle and Scarlet. His mentor gave him a relieved hug—and was then furious. 
‘What did you think you were doing? Are you mad?’ 
Jack apologised, pointing out that he was saving Helen’s life. The detective grunted and gripped his shoulder. ‘My boy,’ he said.
Scarlet sidled close and delivered a friendly dig in the ribs. ‘You did well, Jack,’ she said. ‘Brinkie would be proud.’
Danny and Emily Shore were delighted that their daughter was alive, but then Mr Doyle led them to a local hotel, telling them about the fire at their home.
‘How did such a thing happen?’ Mr Shore asked. ‘Was it set on purpose? Did the same person try to harm Helen?’
‘I believe the events are linked,’ Mr Doyle said, carefully. ‘We will find you all a room for the night.’
The detective paid the bill. It was a generous room, clean and fresh. Jack peered through the window. It was almost two in the morning, but he could see a garden with rolling hills in the background. It would be pleasant in tomorrow’s sunshine.
Grateful for Mr Doyle’s generosity, the family seated themselves around a table as Scarlet made tea. ‘But how will Frankie find us?’ Emily Shore asked. ‘One of us should return home and wait for him.’
‘I’ll go,’ Danny Shore said, standing. ‘He’s probably waiting on the doorstep.’
Mr Doyle stopped him with a hand on his forearm. ‘I have some news for you,’ he said. ‘Some terrible, terrible news.’
The strongman was taller than Mr Doyle by several inches. He looked down at him, his moustache bristling. ‘More terrible than someone trying to kill Helen? And burning our house down?’ he asked. ‘What could that be?’ 
Mr Doyle told them, gently, what had happened to Frankie. At first there was silence before Mrs Shore’s face twisted with disbelief. ‘But that’s not possible,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘We only saw him this morning.’ 
With great compassion, the detective confirmed the events. Mrs Shore burst into tears. Helen clung to her, weeping as she buried her face in her mother’s breast. Mr Shore fell back a step, as though struck by a hammer. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not my boy. Not my boy.’ He sunk to the ground, shaking, as if he was a mighty tree felled by an axe.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Mr Doyle said, placing a hand on his shoulder. ‘It happened very quickly.’
Jack and Scarlet exchanged glances. Scarlet looked ready to burst into tears as well. It didn’t feel real—just like the last time Jack had seen his parents, as they lay on the ground, broken and unmoving in the flickering light of the circus, their pale faces staring sightlessly towards the roof. People had been screaming and scrambling to escape from the tent, fearful that the whole place might collapse. Someone found a sheet and covered their bodies, as Mrs McGregor—the fortune teller—gently eased Jack away.
It was only later, when he was at the funeral, that he realised he would never see their faces again. Their bodies had already been locked inside two simple wooden boxes. Closed off from the world. Two sparrows laid to rest in the earth away from the warm light of day.
Jack knew the Shores would think back to their last memory of Frankie, struggle to remember that final time they saw his face. Had he been happy? Had he smiled? Had he waved farewell to them as he headed out the door?
Gripping his lucky compass and locket inside his pocket, Jack listened as Mr Doyle offered his condolences and told the family he would return the next morning. Jack wasn’t sure they heard. Helen and Mrs Shore seemed to have lapsed into shock, while Mr Shore’s eyes were focused on some faraway point only visible to him.
The team headed back to the Lion’s Mane. By now Jack was so tired he was practically sleepwalking. After Mr Doyle moved the airship to a small field adjoining the town, he found them a hotel where they settled in for a few hours of restless sleep.
When Jack woke, it was still very dark, but a tiny glow had brightened the horizon as if the curtain had begun to lift on another day. A wind had picked up. Jack’s eyes made out the stars as a branch scraped across the glass. Before sleep overtook him again, Jack thought he could hear a voice in the wind. Mr Shore’s voice.
Not my boy. Not my boy. 



CHAPTER FIVE 
Mr Doyle, Scarlet and Jack ate a small breakfast of sausages and eggs before leaving early the next morning to meet with Frankie’s family. The wind had dropped away during the night and the ground lay smothered in fog. A dog barked distantly. The hotel, an ancient stone building with a thatched roof, was shrouded in mist. Jack’s head ached from the nasty bump he had sustained on the Rocket, but he was otherwise uninjured. Shivering, he wrapped his arms around himself.
‘I am not looking forward to this,’ Scarlet said.
‘Nor I,’ Mr Doyle agreed.
They found the Shore family around a small table in their hotel room, listlessly eating breakfast. Mrs Shore was slumped in her chair, her eyes red and swollen, clutching a half-eaten piece of toast. Her husband had his hand on her shoulder. Overnight he had aged twenty years. The few words about his son’s death had sapped his strength. Helen was also quiet and withdrawn. Her forehead was bruised and a cut ran across her left cheek. 
While Helen busied herself in making a fresh pot of tea, Mr Doyle quizzed her parents about Frankie’s movements.
‘Why has this happened to us, Mr Doyle?’ Danny Shore asked. ‘Is there a madman on the loose? A crazy person with a vendetta?’
‘That is what I am trying to ascertain,’ Ignatius Doyle said. ‘I believe that Frankie may have discovered something that led to his murder.’
‘Discovered what? What would a fourteen-year-old boy know?’
‘Did Frankie ever mention a man known as the Chameleon to you?’
‘No. Is that the man in jail? The assassin?’
Mr Doyle nodded. ‘What about an eagle? A whip of fire?’
‘No.’
‘The word liberty? Or two doors?’
‘No…nothing…’ Danny Shore stared through the window at the shifting sea of fog. ‘This makes no sense. Frankie was a good boy. A hard worker.’
‘We heard that Frankie had begun a new job.’
‘That’s true. A workshop in Norbury.’
Helen sat at the table. ‘The job paid well, but Frankie was worried about the men who worked there.’
‘Worried? In what way?’
‘He thought they were bad types,’ Danny Shore said. ‘But I met them. Or one of them anyway. He was an inventor.’
‘Did you get his name?’
‘He was a foreigner. Slate was his name. Olinka Slate. A pleasant enough man. I never dreamed…’ 
‘He may have nothing to do with our investigation,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But we have to follow all leads. Do you have the address of the workshop?’
Mr Shore scribbled it down on a piece of paper. ‘Did these people kill Frankie? I told him to take the job. I would never forgive myself if it got him murdered.’
‘You can’t blame yourself for any of this. Is there anywhere you can stay? Somewhere in the country?’
‘I have an old friend who lives on the West Coast.’ 
‘Good. I advise you to go there. And tell no-one of your location.’
‘You think we’re still in danger?’
‘Possibly.’ Mr Doyle memorised the new address. ‘It’s best if you remain out of sight. My team and I will follow up on the information you have supplied.’
Mr Shore followed them to the door. ‘And Mr Doyle?’ he said.
‘Yes?’
The man’s chin quivered. ‘I beg you to find my son’s killer.’
‘I’ll do everything in my power.’ Mr Doyle shook Mr Shore’s hand. ‘I promise.’
After returning to the Lion’s Mane, the detective started up the steam engine. Within minutes they were high above open fields, soaring towards Norbury. Jack stared gloomily out the window.
‘Do you think this inventor caused Frankie’s death, Mr Doyle?’
‘I’m not sure. Frankie might have learned something of great importance. Something that brought about his death—and would have brought destruction upon the rest of his family if we had not intervened.’
‘So they were also targets,’ Scarlet said.
‘Undoubtedly. The killers were determined to remove anyone who might know of their secret.’
‘A whip of fire, two doors, liberty and an eagle,’ Jack said. ‘What can it all mean?’
‘I must confess to being quite perplexed.’ Mr Doyle took a lump of dusty cheese from his pocket. ‘Would anyone like a piece? I have some spare.’
Bertha’s cage had been moved to the main cabin. Leaving Mr Doyle at the controls, Scarlet and Jack went to check on her.
‘She looks a little piqued,’ Scarlet said.
‘Piqued?’ Jack frowned. ‘It’s a tarantula. How can you tell?’
‘She doesn’t appear her usual happy self.’
Jack stared at the creature. ‘What does she do when she’s happy? Sing and dance?’
‘You’re being silly. You see that place at the top? Where the ladder meets that perch?’
‘Yes.’
‘She always goes there when she’s in a good mood.’ 
‘And what about now?’
‘I suspect she’s a little depressed. You should speak to her more. Tell her a joke.’
‘Tell her a joke?’
‘Everyone loves a good joke and she’s all alone in that enclosure.’
‘Then she needs to stop eating her visitors.’
‘Bertha wouldn’t eat anyone.’ Scarlet leant close to the bars. ‘Would you, my little baby girl?’
Jack rolled his eyes. I’m in Hell, he thought. Hell. 
Mr Doyle brought the Lion’s Mane in to land on a roof in Norbury. A local shopkeeper pointed them in the direction of a rundown street lined with warehouses. A train track ran across the far end and a goods train chuffed past, spewing smoke into the air.
‘Carpenters. Plumbers. A wholesaling firm,’ Mr Doyle commented as they strolled down the road. ‘I wonder what we will find.’
The workshop was a brick warehouse covered in peeling sky-blue paint. There were two doors at the front: one for vehicles, the other for workers. Across the top hung a sign that read Ashgrove Importing.
Mr Doyle looked in through a small window. ‘It appears to be empty,’ he said.
Checking that no-one was watching, he produced his lock pick and opened the door. They stepped inside to a dusty room with heavy machinery set into the stone floor. The ceiling was high and supported by joists. The timber walls were whitewashed. A set of stairs made from rough timber led upwards at the back of the chamber. Jack inhaled. There was an odd scent in the building.
‘What’s that smell?’ Scarlet glared at Jack. ‘Is that you?’
‘Scarlet!’
Mr Doyle smiled. ‘I notice it too. I believe it’s electricity.’
‘They’re making electricity?’ Jack said.
‘Many inventors have tried to perfect its use, but none have been successful.’
In the middle of the room was a barrel-shaped machine about ten feet in length. As they drew close the smell grew stronger. Electricity was a dangerous form of power. Many people had been killed experimenting with it. Jack frowned. Steam was far safer. He doubted anyone would ever improve on it.
Scarlet produced a pair of goggles and peered into the heart of the machine. ‘I can see pieces of copper,’ she said. ‘And tubing.’
‘It might be some kind of generator,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘It can build up—watch out!’



CHAPTER SIX 
Mr Doyle pushed Scarlet and Jack aside as a shot rang out. Scarlet dragged off her goggles and they scurried behind the machinery. Mr Doyle pulled out his gun as several more bullets whizzed over their heads. They were safe—for the moment—but stranded in the middle of the warehouse.
‘You’re not going anywhere, Chameleon!’ Mr Doyle yelled. ‘The building is surrounded by police.’
‘That’s a lie!’
‘I was hoping he wouldn’t realise that,’ Mr Doyle sighed. 
Jack glimpsed a figure disappear up the stairs. It was a long-haired man wearing dirty clothing. He looked like he lived on the streets.
‘I’m not sure if that’s the man I saw at the carnival,’ Jack whispered.
‘He’s employing another disguise.’
‘So we now know the Chameleon is linked to the men working here—and to that man Olinka Slate,’ Scarlet said.
‘It would seem so.’ Mr Doyle glanced at the stairs again. ‘He must have left by the roof.’ He frowned. ‘Which wouldn’t make any sense because there’s nowhere to go unless…’ 
‘…he has an airship,’ Scarlet concluded.
‘Absolutely. Come on, team. We must fight fire with fire.’
They hurried out of the building and back towards the Lion’s Mane. Mr Doyle launched the vessel and they zoomed in the direction of the warehouse. An olive-green airship was just disappearing between two city blocks.
‘That must be the Chameleon!’ Mr Doyle cried. ‘Hold on to your hats!’
The Lion’s Mane accelerated as the detective manoeuvred downwards into a redeveloped section of the city containing apartment blocks some fifty storeys high. The lanes between them were narrow. Only a crazy person would fly an airship here. Crazy or determined.
The Chameleon’s ship was now several hundred feet ahead. Jack gripped a guardrail as Bertha scuttled about in her cage.
‘We’re closing the gap,’ Mr Doyle said.
As they neared the Chameleon, his airship took a sharp left turn down another street. Mr Doyle applied the forward thrusters to slow the Lion’s Mane. Both Scarlet and Jack were thrown into the control panel as Mr Doyle spun the wheel. The spider leapt about in her cage in alarm as their vessel scraped the paint off a building.
‘He’s getting away!’ Jack yelled.
‘It’s not over yet,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘I have an unexpected surprise.’ He lifted a brass plate from the controls, revealing a bright-red button. ‘Scarlet. Will you be so kind as to push this when I give the word?’
‘Of course.’ Her finger hovered. ‘I’m ready, Mr Doyle.’
‘All right…now!’
Scarlet pushed the button. A panel flipped up on the console and a piece of cheese flew into the air. Mr Doyle frowned. ‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘That wasn’t supposed to happen. We’ll try this one instead. Hold on everyone!’ 
He pounded another button and a blast erupted from the rear of the Lion’s Mane. Jack and Scarlet lost their balance once again as the ship surged forward. Glancing up at Bertha, Jack saw that the tarantula was now stationed at the top of her cage where the ladder met the perch.
She’s enjoying herself!
‘Good heavens!’ Scarlet said. ‘What was that?’
‘Rockets,’ Mr Doyle answered. ‘They’ll only give us a few seconds of thrust, but it should be enough.’
He was right. The Lion’s Mane shot down the avenue until it drew within feet of the green airship. An arm appeared at the window.
‘Down!’
They didn’t need to be told twice. Several shots rang out. The windscreen shattered and Mr Doyle lifted his own weapon to fire. He had used various guns over the years before deciding to design his own, and it was a small and powerful device, made from brass and iron, which looked like a squat cannon on a handle. Instead of rotating behind the barrel, the chamber spun perpendicular beneath it. Jack had never seen anything like it, but Mr Doyle told him it was based on one of history’s largest artillery weapons, the Tsar’s Cannon, built in sixteenth-century Russia. Mr Doyle had even given his gun a name—Clarabelle.
But before he could pull the trigger, the Chameleon’s airship unexpectedly disappeared down a side street leading to a bridge. ‘He’s turned again,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Damnation!’
The Chameleon put his ship into a dive. Mr Doyle matched him. Just as he was about to go under the bridge, the Chameleon shot into a sharp ascent. There wasn’t enough time for Mr Doyle to mimic the manoeuvre and the Lion’s Mane flew under, skidding along the stonework.
‘That’s too close for comfort,’ Scarlet said as they emerged from the other side. ‘But what—’ 
The Chameleon was gone.
‘Mr Doyle? Where is he?’
Jack studied the landscape. ‘He’s vanished.’
‘There!’ Scarlet pointed.
The Chameleon was zooming along a side street away from the river. But instead of pursuing, Mr Doyle brought the Lion’s Mane into a sharp ascent. ‘We’ll be able to get a better view if we gain altitude,’ he explained. 
Soon the streets looked like a giant jigsaw puzzle, but the Chameleon’s airship was still nowhere to be seen. Then it rose again, shooting between two narrow buildings. Mr Doyle swung around and brought the Lion’s Mane into a rapid descent, sweeping in behind the Chameleon. The detective readied a lever on the panel.
Ptang!
A grappling hook fired from the Lion’s Mane and smashed through the window of the other airship.
‘Stay down,’ Mr Doyle ordered. They were now attached to the green ship, but it was continuing to rise, dragging the Lion’s Mane behind it.
‘I don’t see him,’ Jack said.
‘Neither do I,’ Mr Doyle said.
A moment later both ships were high above the city. 
‘Mr Doyle?’ Scarlet ventured. ‘What do you think he’s up to?’
‘I have no idea. But the Chameleon has more tricks up his sleeve than a magician.’
‘Why isn’t he doing anything?’
‘Something is wrong here.’ Mr Doyle pushed a button on his console and the grappling hook disengaged. ‘I don’t like the look of this.’
He steered the Lion’s Mane away. There was no movement in the other vessel’s control room. Maybe the Chameleon had been struck by the grappling hook and knocked out. Or was he hiding?
All of a sudden, the Chameleon’s vessel turned white. The flash was so bright that Jack had to shut his eyes. The explosion raced towards them, its sound following an instant later like rolling thunder. Mr Doyle threw the Lion’s Mane into full reverse.
Bertha leapt about in her cage, glaring at Jack. It’s not my fault, he wanted to tell the tarantula, but there was no time. He crashed into Scarlet and they both fell to the floor. Jack caught a glimpse of her horrified face. He knew what she was thinking: fire and hydrogen did not mix.
Another blast slammed into them, throwing the Lion’s Mane sideways. Don’t let the hydrogen combust, he thought. Please don’t let… 
BOOM!
The Lion’s Mane’s balloon exploded. Fire surrounded the airship before they plummeted towards the ground.



CHAPTER SEVEN 
This is it, Jack thought. This is the end. 
He and Scarlet were tangled in a puzzle of arms and legs as the airship fell like a rock. Bertha clung to her cage, baring her fangs in alarm. Mr Doyle struggled to his feet. Reached for the steering wheel. Braced himself against the control panel. Hit a lever. A pen and pot of ink flew into the air. The detective cursed, then with his hand he slid across a bronze panel, revealing a green button, and slammed his fist down on it.
Ka-rakk!
It sounded like another explosion, but was followed by the noise of something clanging into position. From the floor, Jack saw the remains of the Lion’s Mane’s balloon break free, fall away. Then something slid across his field of vision. It looked like an enormous umbrella, turning the sky grey.
Whoompf!
‘Hold on!’ Mr Doyle yelled.
Their descent suddenly slowed, the inertia pressing Jack and the others against the floor. The gondola swayed from side to side and Jack looked up to see something hanging over the Lion’s Mane.
‘It’s a parachute,’ Mr Doyle explained. ‘A special modification of my own making.’
‘A parachute?’ Scarlet said.
‘I believe we may survive,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘I first used it during a case involving a chimpanzee, an emu egg and a…’ 
‘We have a parachute?’ Scarlet sounded like she was choking. ‘And you didn’t think to tell us?’
‘I didn’t think it was important.’
‘Not important?’
Scarlet’s face was redder than her hair. Before she could erupt like Mount Vesuvius, the ship struck something. The windows cracked and water began pouring in. Jack clambered to his feet.
‘Ah, we’ve landed in a pond,’ Mr Doyle said calmly. ‘Time to abandon ship. And Jack, don’t forget Bertha!’ 
Oh yes, Jack thought. Don’t forget that blasted spider!
Bertha’s cage had bounced to the floor. Jack snatched it up as filthy pond water continued to surge into the sinking vessel. Clambering through the rear doors, he held up the cage as he dog-paddled the short distance to the bank. He could have sworn the spider was dancing a jig. 
Monster!
They had landed in a pond in a small park. People gazed at the crash in astonishment. It appeared the Chameleon’s gondola had hurtled into some trees a short distance away and it was now burning furiously. Far away came the bell of a fire engine.
The detective stared at the Chameleon’s gondola. ‘He must have abandoned the craft when he was out of sight, then set a timer to make it explode.’
Scarlet threw herself onto the bank to examine Bertha. ‘How is little coochy-koo after that big fall?’
‘How is coochy-koo?’ Jack spluttered. ‘How about me?’
‘I can see you’re fine. It’s our little furry friend I’m worried about.’
‘I think she’s fine,’ he said, glancing at the spider. ‘She’s singing a little song—“Rule Britannia”.’
Mr Doyle sat next to them. Dripping with mud and water, they watched until the Lion’s Mane had capsized and disappeared.
‘Oh dear,’ Mr Doyle sighed. ‘I loved that ship.’
Jack began to laugh.
‘Jack? Are you all right?’
Tears streamed down his face.
Scarlet looked concerned. ‘I do believe Jack has gone momentarily insane. It may be the stress. Jack, try to concentrate on my voice. I will say a word and I want you to repeat it. Apple. Say apple…’ 
‘Mr Doyle,’ Jack chortled. ‘You saved our lives.’
‘That’s my job.’ The detective smiled. ‘Now, if your hysteria has passed, we must return to Bee Street. I trust one of us has the fare for the train.’
Jack fished in his green coat and produced some coins. The fire brigade and the police had now arrived. Mr Doyle promised them he would file a report.
They found the train station. On board, the carriage was crowded, but it quickly emptied when Jack waved the cage around. By the time the three of them arrived home, they were dishevelled and exhausted. Gloria jumped up as they walked in the front door.
‘What on earth happened?’ She glared at Mr Doyle. ‘You haven’t been doing another of your experiments, have you? That one involving the catapult and Mrs Clarke’s terrier—’ 
‘It’s a long story,’ Mr Doyle interrupted. ‘But we would very much appreciate a pot of tea, if you can manage it.’
Jack showered and changed. Back in his room, he found a telescope under his bed that he’d never seen before. He sighed. Mr Doyle was always testing his powers of observation. Throwing on a new pair of dark trousers and a blue-and-white striped shirt, he made his way through the apartment.
He doubted he would ever quite get used to his new home. It was not messy. Not exactly, anyway: there was, in fact, a strange order to it, with everything slotting together in just the right way. Jack passed a stuffed monkey, a three-foot replica airship, a collection of jars containing mould, and a gramophone with chess pieces spinning around on the turntable. A giant penny that had once been in Scarlet’s room was now joined by an even larger statue of a big toe. Mr Doyle said he had won it in an arm-wrestling match with a bishop.
A creature trundled into the hallway, peered at him and disappeared under Mr Doyle’s matchbox collection. It was Isaac Newton, an echidna from Australia that had somehow taken up residence in the apartment. There had never been an explanation as to how he got there. Mr Doyle confessed to housing other creatures, but had been vague as to what they were.
The sitting room with its table and mismatching chairs was at the heart of the apartment. Surrounded by similarly strange objects, Scarlet was already seated with her hair back in place. She wore a lilac dress and a black leather bustier. Sipping at a cup of tea, she was looking at a bookcase covered in jars, books and fragments of Roman pottery. Mr Doyle leafed through correspondence.
‘What is it?’ Jack asked Scarlet.
She didn’t speak, but indicated the bookcase. Jack could see a hole in the timber. He was sure it hadn’t been there before. Beyond it lay a glass enclosure filled with leaves and stick insects.
Gloria appeared with a makeshift dinner of cold kippers and salad as Mr Doyle continued to read his papers. Jack and Scarlet ate ravenously, but the detective ignored the meal, chewing on a lump of mouldy cheese. 
‘What will happen to the Lion’s Mane?’ Jack asked. 
‘I have already arranged for her to be dredged from that pond,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘She’ll be shipshape before you know it.’
‘I know of a possible replacement,’ Scarlet said, peering into space. ‘There was a Brinkie Buckeridge book where she built an airship from a sewing machine and a huge bunch of balloons.’
‘That’s rather a good idea,’ Mr Doyle said.
Jack shook his head, imagining them investigating crime in a sewing machine supported by carnival balloons. He choked on a kipper.
By the time they finished their meal, it was early in the evening, but Mr Doyle insisted they retire to bed. Jack said goodnight and returned to his room. After getting changed, he climbed into bed, but only a moment later a knock sounded at his door. It was Scarlet.
‘Jack? I hope I’m not disturbing you.’
‘No. That’s fine.’
‘I thought I’d loan you some books.’
Scarlet handed a volume to him. It was entitled Modern Art and the Work of Ebra Bornhoffen. He flipped it open.
‘I love this man’s art,’ Scarlet said, pointing to an image. ‘His paintings have an extravagant focus on negative colours.’
‘I just thought he liked the colour black,’ Jack said. 
The picture was a square of black ink. Most of the other pages had identical pictures on them.
‘It’s a commentary on the desperate hopelessness of our modern era and our inability to make love universal.’ Scarlet smiled. ‘I noticed you were unsure about art history when Miss Bloxley mentioned it the other day.’
Jack recalled the incident. He had thought that Mannerism was when people were exceptionally polite to one another, and Rococo a type of hot drink.
‘I was confused.’ He indicated the other volume in Scarlet’s hands. ‘And what’s that?’
She held the book like it was made of crystal. ‘Jack, this is one of my most treasured possessions, but I think you’re ready for it.’
The cover showed a girl in man’s clothing with a crossbow in one hand and a sword in the other. She was tall with flowing blonde hair and a defiant expression. Standing on top of a moving train, she had vanquished two evildoers who lay motionless at her feet.
‘It’s the first Brinkie Buckeridge book!’ Scarlet enthused. ‘The Adventure of the Grinning Glockenspiel.’ 
‘Uh, isn’t a glockenspiel a musical instrument? How can it grin?’
‘Exactly! Even the title is evocative!’
Jack was touched. He agreed to guard the volumes with his life. When Scarlet was gone, he laid the books on his bedside table, turning his light out. Snuggling under the blankets, he thought of the garish cover. Brindie Buckelin, he mused sleepily. How does a person end up with such a name…?



CHAPTER EIGHT 
Jack woke early to find Ignatius Doyle and Scarlet Bell in the sitting room huddled around a pair of enormous books. The weighty tomes were filled with names, numbers and addresses. ‘It’s the registry for British airships,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Every airship in Britain has a registration number.’
‘The Chameleon’s airship was marked NQ34,’ Scarlet said. ‘I memorised it before he shot at us.’
‘And very well done, too,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Unfortunately there is no airship listed with that number.’
Gloria arrived with a tray of toast, kippers and tea. Jack and Scarlet devoured the food as Mr Doyle sat back thoughtfully, sipping his tea.
‘What will we do now?’ Jack mumbled through a mouthful.
‘I suggest we visit a friend of mine at Scotland Yard. You can leave Bertha behind. She’s probably still a little waterlogged from our last adventure.’
‘That’s a shame,’ Jack said. ‘She told me she wanted to go out for ice-cream.’
‘Very droll.’ The detective laughed. ‘You will be fabulous friends in no time.’
Jack donned his green coat, Scarlet a blue day dress and burgundy bustier, while Mr Doyle threw on his usual coat and bowler hat. Fifteen minutes later they were in a steamcab heading across town. The London streets were clogged with steamcars and horse-drawn cabs. People were everywhere; women were shopping, men travelling to work, children on their way to school. 
A new vehicle on the road was the Kirby 88 Transit Bus. Cylindrical in shape, it carried up to thirty passengers. The engine at the front looked like a small locomotive. The driver sat in a cabin at the rear.
The steamcab carrying Jack and the others rounded a corner. As they weaved towards Westminster, Scotland Yard came into view. Jack had only ever seen the famous police headquarters from a distance. An enormous stepped pyramid, the building covered three city blocks. Clad in bronze and copper, it shone in the late-morning like a beacon. A mighty sword, fifty feet tall, rose from its apex. Covered in silver, the sword pointed towards heaven like a flash of lightning. Two enormous brass lions stood guard on each side of the stone steps.
The steamcab arrived and they entered, crossing a vast marble floor beneath a concave ceiling, and climbed into an elevator. They stepped out again on the thirtieth floor, which was crammed with busy police constables. Jack and Scarlet looked about in amazement—they had never seen so many uniforms in one place.
Soon they were sitting before a lanky bald man with the bushiest eyebrows Jack had ever seen. Folders were piled high on both sides of his desk. His nameplate, a bronze plaque, identified him as Inspector Greystoke.
‘Ignatius.’ The man shook hands with Mr Doyle. ‘And you’ve brought some friends.’
Mr Doyle introduced Jack and Scarlet as his assistants. They settled themselves around the desk.
‘What brings you here to the heart of justice?’ Greystoke asked.
Mr Doyle explained what had happened since Frankie’s death. Greystoke listened in silence, his face darkening. ‘You’re mixed up in some troublesome business,’ he said. ‘Possibly even you don’t know the network you’ve stumbled into.’
‘What do you mean?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘You said the building in Norbury was owned by Ashgrove Importing?’
‘That was the name above the door.’
‘Charles Ashgrove is an American,’ the inspector said. ‘He has been living in England for the last year. We recently received intelligence about him from the American Secret Service.’
‘Is he a criminal?’ Jack asked.
‘Ashgrove has been linked to a terrorist group operating within the United States. It has claimed responsibility for several attacks over the last decade.’
‘I assume you mean the SLA.’
‘You would be correct.’
‘Southern Liberation Army,’ Mr Doyle explained to Jack and Scarlet. ‘Formed shortly after the American Civil War.’
‘But that was a long time ago.’
‘It was,’ Mr Doyle confirmed. ‘And the United States has never engaged in another civil war. But the SLA has made trouble over the last few years, calling for a separate Southern nation.’
Inspector Greystoke spoke up. ‘The SLA is actually several groups—loosely knit bands of radicals pushing their agenda through both peaceful and violent means.’ 
‘There have been bombings,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘And murders of political figures opposing the organisation.’ 
‘And this man Ashgrove is a member of the SLA?’ Scarlet asked.
‘Not officially,’ the inspector said. ‘He is far too clever for that. But he is believed to be a supporter. A millionaire many times over, he has influential connections with many powerful figures.’
‘But why would he want Frankie killed?’ Jack asked. 
‘How Frankie’s death fits into this is indeed a mystery,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘As is the Chameleon’s involvement.’
Greystoke tapped his fingers. ‘Do you intend to pursue this matter, Ignatius?’
‘I do indeed.’
‘And what is your next step?’
‘I believe we will pay a visit to Charles Ashgrove.’ 
‘We have been keeping tabs on his movements since he arrived in Britain.’ The inspector called in a constable and asked him to retrieve a file. Mr Doyle scribbled down details from it, thanking Greystoke.
‘Ashgrove’s home is in Brighton,’ the detective explained as they left Scotland Yard.
‘How will we get there?’ Jack asked.
‘With the Lion’s Mane currently serving as a decorative fish ornament, we will adopt an old-fashioned method.’ Mr Doyle beamed. ‘We will take the train.’



CHAPTER NINE 
The express service from Victoria Station stopped at a few city stations before racing south towards Brighton. Jack had been peering out the window, lost in thought, when he realised Scarlet was staring at him.
‘Have you started yet?’ she asked.
‘Huh?’
‘The book.’
‘Oh.’ He remembered. ‘The Laughing Lemon.’ 
‘The Grinning Glockenspiel.’ She shook her head. ‘Sometimes I think you forget things to annoy me.’
He smiled. ‘I have it with me.’ He pulled the book from a pocket in his green coat and waved it at her. ‘I was waiting for just the right time to begin.’ She looked at him. ‘A time like this,’ he added, turning to page one.
‘Take that, you evildoer!’ she said. 
   Brinkie Buckeridge delivered a well-aimed blow to the thief’s jaw. The man slumped to the ground. Behind him, his pair of nefarious assistants fled through the castle door. Brinkie planted her hands on her hips and gave a laugh as she studied the man locked in a cell on the other side of the room. 
   ‘Wilbur Dusseldorf!’ She laughed. ‘I never thought I’d see you again. And in such fine form.’
   The man stood. His shirt had been reduced to rags, revealing a muscular chest and arms. His pectoral muscles rippled in the lamplight as he pushed back his blonde locks and glared at her. 
   ‘You may laugh, my dear,’ he said. ‘But I have trapped you!’
Jack peered over the top of the book. Scarlet’s green eyes were locked on him.
‘Yes?’ he said.
‘What do you think so far?’ Scarlet asked.
‘I’ve only read half a page.’
‘But, so far…’ 
‘It’s…gripping.’
Jack read all the way to the coast, where they stepped from the train and within minutes found a steamcab. It wound through a tiny village to a building on the outskirts.
Climbing from the cab, Jack gazed up the driveway. He could see a Georgian building with a doorway set into the centre. Two rows of six windows sat beneath a gabled slate roof. The surrounding gardens were immaculate. 
‘I don’t believe we’ll have any success here.’ Mr Doyle pointed at the gravel on the driveway. ‘No-one has been here in at least a week.’
Jack glanced about. ‘A man is coming up the road.’ 
‘Good thinking. He might know of Ashgrove’s whereabouts.’
‘May I handle this, Mr Doyle?’ Scarlet asked. ‘I’ve been wanting to practise my interrogation techniques for some time.’
‘Go ahead, my dear, but there’s no need to interrogate the man. I’m sure he’s not a vicious criminal.’ Mr Doyle frowned. ‘Though he does bear an uncanny resemblance to Samuel Gluck, the Gas Killer.’
‘The Gas Killer?’
‘Responsible for nine murders,’ Mr Doyle informed her. ‘His modus operandi was to fire a poisonous gas from a button on his coat. One second you would be chatting innocently with him—the next you were dead.’ 
‘Poisonous gas?’ Scarlet’s voice rose a notch as she eyed the stranger. ‘Good heavens!’
‘But you have nothing to worry about,’ Mr Doyle assured her. ‘He’s been dead for twenty years.’
The elderly gentleman drew close. He wore a country suit and carried a worn walking stick.
‘Excuse me, sir,’ Scarlet said. ‘We’re looking for the occupants of this house.’
‘You want to buy a grouse?’
‘No.’ Scarlet indicated to the building. ‘Can you tell us who lives here?’
‘You’re hunting deer?’
Scarlet looked at Jack and Mr Doyle. ‘I believe this gentleman is quite deaf.’
Jack smiled innocently. ‘Really?’
Mr Doyle helped Scarlet communicate with the gentleman using a combination of raised voices and pantomime, which it turned out Mr Doyle was very skilled at. The elderly gentleman knew little about the household, but had a great dislike for Ashgrove.
‘He burnt down Laurie McClosky’s barn,’ the man said. ‘The place was over two hundred years old.’
‘That’s unfortunate,’ Scarlet said.
‘What’s that?’
‘That’s too bad!’
‘Yes,’ the man agreed. ‘A right cad.’
Mr Doyle asked him about Ashgrove’s staff. He waved his walking stick in the direction of a small cottage a mile down the road inhabited by the butler, a man named Alf Dixie.
A knock at the door of the cottage revealed an overweight man in short sleeves and worn pants. He looked like he ate lemons for breakfast; the rigid scowl on his face appeared permanent. What little hair he had was combed across his skull. Behind him lay a kitchen with a newspaper on the table.
‘I understand you’re Charles Ashgrove’s butler—’ Mr Doyle began.
‘Who wants to know?’
Mr Doyle introduced his team. ‘Mr Ashgrove’s house looks as if it’s not being used.’
‘Not at all.’ The man sniffed. ‘He’s just away for a few days.’
‘I advise you not to lie to me, Mr Dixie. I can discover whatever information I require quite easily.’
‘You don’t know…’ 
‘I already know you spent time in Blackmark Jail for stealing, although you were released five years ago for good behaviour. Your wife left you this time last year and now lives with her sister in Portsmouth. You have been dismissed from Charles Ashgrove’s employ because he does not intend to return. Oh, and your dog died last week. A short-haired terrier. You ran over it with your cart.’
The man’s face had grown increasingly astonished. Now his expression changed to rage. ‘You’re the devil!’ 
‘Not even a close relation.’
‘But how did you know—’ 
‘The tattoo on your upper arm is of the type common to Blackmark Jail. I have done a study of such artwork. A second tattoo was started, but never completed. Why? Obviously your release happened earlier than expected. Your pants and shirt have been stitched and repaired over the years, but not recently because your wife has left you. Where? Portsmouth. There are a number of letters from that location in your letter rack hanging over the sink. They are in a woman’s hand.’
‘But…but…Mr Ashgrove…’ 
‘His home appears abandoned, but to confirm this suspicion I note you have recently received a bonus—a new bottle of whisky is sitting on your counter. It is not dusty and only a small portion of it has been drunk. Why? Not because the master is satisfied with your work. Your newspaper is, after all, opened at the employment section. The whisky is a bonus, or a bribe, if you prefer, in exchange for your silence.’
‘You can’t make me talk,’ Dixie wavered.
‘I can and I will. Tell me what you know or you will suffer the consequences.’
‘I don’t know nothin’. Mr Ashgrove closed up house and went back to America.’
‘Something must have precipitated his departure.’ 
‘Precip…?’
‘Caused! Brought about!’
‘There were some men who arrived the other night. Workmen from a factory.’
‘And their demeanour?’
Again, the butler looked puzzled.
‘Were they happy or sad?’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Were there frivolities or were they sombre?’
‘There was a party. Sort of a celebration, like.’
‘So everyone was jolly.’
‘Yeah, mostly—except for one bloke.’
‘His description?’
‘A foreigner. Slim, dark-haired.’
‘Would his name have been Olinka Slate?’
‘Something like that.’
‘You will tell no-one of our visit,’ Mr Doyle instructed. ‘If you do, I will have you arrested for the stolen goods in your possession.’
The man paled. ‘I’ll say nothin’. I promise.’
‘Good.’
They returned to their ride and climbed in. Mr Doyle told the driver to return them to the railway station. He regarded his young protégés.
‘You both look ready to burst through the roof.’
‘Mr Doyle!’ Scarlet yelled. ‘That was amazing! All that information about Alf Dixie and his wife!’
‘Merely observation and deduction.’
‘But his dog?’ Jack said. ‘How did you know…?’ 
‘Oh that.’ The detective smiled. ‘He had terrier hair on the cuffs of his pants. A splash of blood on the wheel of his cart and a corresponding depression in his front yard revealed its recent sudden death.’
‘And the stolen goods?’
Mr Doyle laughed. ‘A complete guess on my part. He had a guilty face.’
They arrived at the station, grabbed a meal and boarded a train to London. By the time they reached Bee Street, it was night and Gloria was dozing at her desk.
‘Thank you for waiting,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘You should have gone to bed hours ago.’
‘A message arrived for you.’
‘Really?’
‘A small boy brought it late in the day.’
She handed over an envelope. Mr Doyle examined it before reading the note inside. He gave a grim smile. 
‘Mr Doyle?’ Jack said.
‘We must be on the right track,’ Ignatius Doyle said. ‘It is a warning. It says, Busybodies know when to leave well enough alone.’
‘You think it’s from Ashgrove?’
‘Him or one of his cronies.’
‘How will we proceed?’ Scarlet asked.
‘I think we need to go on a little trip.’
‘Where to?’ Jack asked.
‘We will go across the pond,’ Mr Doyle replied. ‘To America.’



CHAPTER TEN 
‘The Challenger,’ Mr Doyle said cheerily, ‘is one of the largest airships in the world. The Lion’s Mane is a gnat by comparison.’
Jack did not argue as they disembarked from the packed passenger train at Portsmouth Airship Yard, the biggest terminal in the country. Hundreds of airship hangars were scattered across the tarmac. Vessels of all different shapes and sizes were arriving from or departing to every continent of the globe.
Located close to the port was the largest hangar of all. It contained only one airship: the Challenger. Jack had always loved airships and had a particular interest in this one. The Challenger was the greatest carrier ever built. Over seven thousand passengers and crew members could be housed on it. Half a mile in length, it made the crossing from Portsmouth to New York in five days.
Jack watched the vessel pull into its hangar after a long journey across the Atlantic, his heart pounding with excitement, his face red. Scarlet said something, but he didn’t hear. All fell to silence as he gazed upon the giant ship.
The gondola of the Challenger was copper-coloured and flat on top, curving down into a great half circle beneath. It had fifty decks with thousands of windows. A silver cigar-shaped balloon supported it, attached by a multitude of fine lines. Two great paddle wheels, as would be seen on a traditional river steamer, were on either side of the bow. These propelled the vessel forward. Between them lay the unseen engine room where hundreds of men worked, shovelling coal and feeding the furnaces to power the engines. Meanwhile, the top decks were open to the air and people could walk about and admire the view.
Smoke and steam belched from two pipes at the rear and the Challenger had left a sooty trail in its wake. At the bow lay the bridge, curved timber and bronze surrounded by windows. Jack leaned in, trying to make out the figures at the controls, and saw possibly the greatest airship captain of them all—Philias Haze—commanding the vessel. He had been responsible for some of Britain’s greatest aerial victories during the war, although he was also known as a kind philanthropist, donating his time and wealth to good causes: the War Widows Guild, the Disabled Airman’s League.
‘There are no female airship captains,’ Scarlet said to Jack. ‘Did you know that?’
‘No, I didn’t.’
One of Scarlet’s heroes was Emmeline Pankhurst, a noted suffragette. Scarlet always took great pleasure in pointing out to Jack and Mr Doyle the inequalities that remained between men and women, the most glaring of all being the right to vote. More women were protesting for equal rights every day. Most of them were peaceful, but some demonstrations became violent and resulted in arrests and jail.
Mr Doyle had let both Jack and Scarlet steer the Lion’s Mane on more than one occasion. Jack expected Scarlet one day to add the title of airship pilot to her list of accomplishments.
Mr Doyle grabbed their bags from the platform and handed them to the team. He pointed at the Challenger. ‘She’s quite a ship,’ he said. ‘I’ve travelled on her once before.’
‘Really?’ Jack said.
‘It was a strange case involving a one-legged dwarf, a box of onions and a ventriloquist dummy. It all began when…’ 
Jack’s attention faded as Mr Doyle led them through the vast domed terminal to a connecting train, passing under a mural which depicted the history of airships, from the hot air balloons built by the Montgolfier brothers to the most recent high-altitude airship—the Captain Cook—that sailed at a height of twelve miles. 
People were everywhere. Porters transported bags on trolleys. Whistles blew and conductors urged people onto trains. The cage in Jack’s left hand shook. Mr Doyle had insisted Bertha travel with them to the United States, and now Jack had to chaperone the vile creature.
Bertha had hardly moved on the train journey, preferring instead to stare out at the changing landscape. Now Jack noticed her beady eyes were on him.
I wonder if she’s hungry?
‘…so the clue really lay in the dwarf’s shoe,’ Mr Doyle concluded. ‘If he had not forgotten to change his shoes, then the death of Lady Carstairs may have remained forever unsolved.’
‘Goodness,’ Jack said. ‘That’s amazing.’
Climbing aboard another train, they were whisked along the yard to the hangar holding the Challenger. A porter led them up one of the gangways, guiding them through a maze of corridors until they reached a room on the second deck from the top.
‘Bazookas,’ Jack said.
Even Scarlet was impressed. ‘Quite beautiful.’
The walls were covered in pressed metal with an ivy pattern, hand-painted white and green. Between the panels, lengths of mahogany ran from floor to ceiling. A floral design, gold and red, decorated the cornice and matched the ceiling rose surrounding the chandelier. Furniture—sideboard, breakfast table, mirror and chairs—complemented, while a shamrock-green and crimson upholstery of cogs and wheels adorned the seats. Copper and brass trimmed everything in the chamber. 
‘And here are your bedrooms,’ the porter said.
They glanced inside. The rooms were identically decorated. Each had its own en-suite bathroom.
‘This must have cost a mint!’ Jack exploded, once the porter had departed.
‘Knowing the captain has its advantages,’ Mr Doyle admitted.
Jack’s mouth fell open. ‘You know the captain?’
Mr Doyle was puzzled. ‘I just told you. You remember my story about the dwarf, the box of onions…’ 
‘Oh yes, of course.’
The detective took a piece of cheese from his pocket and popped it into his mouth. A quizzical expression crossed his face. ‘What an odd piece of cheese,’ he said. ‘Or was it a slice of onion? It’s hard to tell sometimes.’ 
There was a knock at the cabin door. Mr Doyle shot them a glance before opening it.
‘Ignatius!’
‘Philias!’
The man in the doorway wore a dapper white uniform with gold epaulettes. His white cap was decorated with a blue band and a gold emblem. The men gave each other a hearty handshake as Jack almost swooned. 
‘Captain Haze!’ he cried.
‘Ah, these must be your young protégés.’
Scarlet introduced herself, but Jack had now lost the power of speech.
‘Contrary to appearances,’ Mr Doyle said, ‘Jack has rather a liking for airships. Perhaps a tour could be arranged?’
‘More than happy to.’ The two men chatted for a moment. ‘And I hope you’ll join me as my guests for dinner?’ After the captain had said goodbye, Jack stared at Mr Doyle.
‘Is everything all right, Jack?’
‘You know Captain Philias Haze.’
‘Er…yes. We were just speaking to him.’
‘The Captain Philias Haze.’
‘Is there another?’
‘But he’s the greatest captain on earth! He’s the captain of the Challenger!’
Mr Doyle grew serious. ‘Then I must tell you that the man we have met is an impostor. I have reason to believe he has swapped places with the real Philias Haze with the intention of stealing the Challenger and taking us to Antarctica.’
‘What?’ Jack and Scarlet yelled simultaneously.
‘I am joking.’ Mr Doyle grinned. ‘Now pack your things away and we’ll go on deck for departure.’
Jack placed Bertha’s cage near the window to ensure the tarantula had a view. He gave her what he hoped was a friendly smile. Bertha just stared at him. ‘Is that a happy look?’ he asked. ‘Or are you just hungry?’
He dropped a few dead insects into the cage before joining Mr Doyle and Scarlet in making their way to A Deck. From here they could see most of the enormous hangar. Jack’s eyes almost fell out of his head. He had forgotten how high they were—and they had not even left the shipyard.
A series of bells rang out. Jack leaned over a rail. A train, with towlines attached, positioned itself under the ship and began dragging it from the hangar. Once clear, the engines kicked into gear, and the paddles started to turn.
A soul-shuddering horn sounded from the bridge as the vessel lifted higher into the air. Jack and Scarlet smiled at each other, the sun shining on them as they peered ahead at the endless sea.
Mr Doyle grinned. ‘Excited?’



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
‘Allow me to introduce you,’ said Captain Haze. ‘Lady Susan Thompson, Dr Renshore Phillips, Professor Barnabas Smith, and his niece, Gabrielle.’
They were in the dining room of the Challenger at the bow of the great ship. Brass chandeliers dotted the ceiling, while impeccably dressed waiters served meals. Hundreds of people were seated for dinner, the sound of silverware and conversation creating a deafening clatter. Jack and the others were seated at the Captain’s table on a raised platform near the windows.
The guests were all American, except for Lady Thompson; she was an heiress living in London. She was thin and as stately as an old house, but her smile was friendly. She spent her time painting landscapes for her six grandchildren.
Dr Phillips came from Baltimore. A thickset man with sausage-like fingers, he had a bristly handlebar moustache that covered much of his face. His nose was red and his eyes rheumy, as if he drank too much.
Sitting near Jack was Professor Smith. He had been born in Los Angeles, but spent his days researching ancient history at Oxford. His accent was an odd mixture of British and American. He had white hair and a long beard. His glasses had dense lenses and he wore a dark coat, so worn and ragged it could have been on display in a museum. He had an odd habit of jerking his head about in a bird-like manner to examine things that most other people wouldn’t look at twice.
‘They need to make these menus easier to read,’ he said, holding one close to his face. ‘Or I need new glasses.’ 
His niece, Gabrielle Smith, was twenty years old, with an hourglass figure and brown hair and eyes. Jack found he couldn’t stop looking at her. Her green dress was tied with a maroon bow at her neck. She had arranged her hair into a bun and decorated it with a comb made of cogs and gears. A resident of Washington, she had travelled to England to retrieve her uncle. He was intending to retire in America as his eyesight had deteriorated in recent years, resulting in a number of falls.
‘What intriguing case are you working on now?’ Professor Smith asked Mr Doyle.
‘None at the moment. My assistants and I are heading to the States for a small holiday.’
‘I have not heard of you,’ Dr Phillips called out from further down the table. ‘I’m not sure I know what a consulting detective does.’
Once Mr Doyle had explained, Lady Thompson cried: ‘Why, you’re quite famous! I remember that situation with the Pumpkin Killer and that other chap…who was he? The Fly?’
‘Ah, yes.’ Mr Doyle recalled. ‘He was a burglar who shared some traits with Robin Hood.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes—he stole from the rich, but he only gave to himself. As I said, he shared some traits.’
They all laughed, except for Dr Phillips, although his moustache was so enormous he could have been poking his tongue out and no-one would have noticed. 
Gabrielle leaned close to Jack. ‘You must have heard about some interesting cases.’
‘We have,’ Scarlet said, glaring at Jack.
‘Please tell me about one.’
‘Yes, Jack.’ Scarlet’s expression was so sour she could have curdled milk. ‘Tell Gabrielle about one of them.’ 
Jack wasn’t sure why Scarlet was annoyed. To make matters worse, Gabrielle Smith’s eyes seemed to have some sort of hypnotic power that turned his mind to porridge. All he could think of was a neighbour’s cat that had wandered into their reception area by accident. Not the cat, he thought. I will not mention the cat. 
Gabrielle waited.
‘Uh,’ he said, ‘there was this cat…a missing cat…’ 
‘What about the Tetley Diamond, Jack?’ Mr Doyle suggested.
God bless Mr Doyle!
‘Oh! Yes! The Tetley Diamond!’
‘Do tell,’ Gabrielle said.
Jack recounted the story and by the time he revealed the mystery—the diamond had been hidden in the chandelier all along—the entire table had fallen silent in rapt attention. But when he finished they all cheered, and Jack felt himself turn red.
‘It’s magic!’ Lady Thompson said.
Mr Doyle smiled. ‘I do not believe in magic. I believe in the world of science.’
Dinner was served and cleared, and drinks and cigars made an appearance. Mr Doyle produced his three-chambered pipe. He rarely smoked, but used his own special blend when he did, made up of herbs, poppies from Asia, wood shavings, tea leaves and a specially imported lawn clipping from France.
Dr Phillips rather indiscreetly turned the conversation to politics. ‘Science does not run the world,’ he said. ‘Politicians do.’
‘At least democracy allows its citizens to choose their politicians,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘Democracy seems to have failed us.’
‘You think so?’
‘The President of the United States is not competent to run the country,’ Dr Phillips said.
Professor Smith had spent the last few minutes examining the pattern on the ceiling. ‘He is very popular,’ he murmured. ‘Much loved by the people.’
‘Popularity means nothing and the people often do not know what’s good for them.’ Dr Phillips glowered. ‘The nation would be better divided in two.’
Everyone fell silent.
‘You sound as if you support the Southern Liberation Army,’ said Mr Doyle carefully.
Smith peered around the table through his thick lens. ‘Does the SLA still exist? I thought it had been declared illegal.’
Captain Haze confirmed that the SLA was still in operation. American law allowed its citizens to belong to whatever organisation they wished—as long as they were peaceful and followed the law.
‘But there are splinter groups within the SLA that have carried out violent acts,’ Philias Haze continued. ‘They have blown up marketplaces. Destroyed railroads. Killed innocent people.’
‘Such deaths are regrettable,’ the doctor said. ‘But what other tools do oppressed people have at their disposal?’
‘The American people are hardly oppressed,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘I believe the SLA even have their own flag,’ Lady Thompson said.
‘Many tyrants have hidden behind a flag.’
‘Do they have a leader?’ Smith asked.
‘They are still awaiting their leader.’ Dr Phillips smiled unpleasantly. ‘Sometimes people are only waiting for a leader to rise among them and when that happens…’ 
‘The United States must remain as one nation.’ This time it was Gabrielle who spoke. ‘Our ancestors already suffered terribly in the Civil War. It took another five years, after the assassination of President Buchanan, for President Lincoln to rebuild our country.’
‘A woman with an opinion on politics,’ Dr Phillips said. ‘How interesting.’
‘Many women have political opinions,’ Scarlet said. ‘Emmeline Pankhurst and others have been actively engaged in politics. Many of us even want the vote.’
‘The vote?’ Dr Phillips laughed. ‘What are you? Some kind of child suffragette?’
Scarlet looked ready to explode. Mr Doyle’s face went dark. Even Jack wanted to launch himself across the table and punch the doctor in the mouth—if it could be found beneath all that hair.
Lady Thompson cut in. ‘I was once involved in a women’s rights march.’ A stunned silence greeted this revelation as all eyes turned to her. ‘I was trying to cross the street to Barkley’s department store.’
Gentle laughter eased the tension and dinner was concluded. Jack offered to walk Gabrielle and the professor back to their cabins.
‘That would be lovely,’ Gabrielle said.
Scarlet drew near. ‘Will I come with you?’
‘I’ll be fine, thank you,’ said Jack.
Scarlet muttered under her breath: ‘I thought you would say that.’
He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
She glared at him.
Gabrielle and her uncle were staying on a deck two levels below Jack’s quarters. He shivered against the cold. The Challenger was soaring hundreds of feet above the sea. Normally it would have afforded a spectacular view, but a fog had rolled in, swathing the ship in mist. Gaslights hung along the length of the deck. Gabrielle farewelled her uncle at his door and strolled to the next cabin with Jack. ‘You and Scarlet are quite amazing,’ she told him. ‘Mr Doyle did well to choose you as his assistants.’
Jack could not stop himself. ‘Are you a suffragette?’ 
‘I am indeed. It seems your friend Scarlet is too.’ She peered at him. ‘Don’t you think women should have the same rights as men?’
Jack admitted he had not thought much about it. 
‘The world is changing,’ Gabrielle said. ‘It’s better to ride the wave than be drowned by it.’
Jack bade her a good evening. Once she closed her door, he started back down the deck. Since he had joined Mr Doyle, Jack had met so many different types of people and encountered so many ideas. It was as if a new world was being revealed to him.
He wished he could speak to his parents about his wonderful experiences. He touched the pocket containing the locket and the compass. What would his parents have thought about women’s rights? They probably would have been in favour. After all, his mother and father had been equal partners on the trapeze, one always supporting the other.
Women voting, he thought. There could be female politicians one day. Maybe even a female prime minister. 
Incredible.
He was so lost in thought that he did not hear the footsteps behind him until the last instant. Jack started to turn, but someone had already slammed into him. He felt himself being lifted off the deck and hurled over the railing. He screamed as he fell towards the rolling waves.



CHAPTER TWELVE 
Jack’s hands raked the side of the Challenger, his fingers just catching a ridge where one plate overlapped another. His body smashed against the hull, and for a terrifying instant he thought he was going to bounce off. Then his other hand seized the edge and he held tight.
Jack hung on, the boiling sea far below him. Fog raced past him like a procession of ghosts. He wanted to reach up to the hand railing, but it was too far away. He could not go up. He could not go down. His fingers were slippery with sweat and the hull plating was moist from the fog. He began to slip.
‘Help!’ he bellowed. ‘Help!’
Gabrielle appeared over the rail.
‘Jack! Take my hand.’
Gabrielle reached down and began hauling him up, over the top rail. She was incredibly strong. Jack fell onto the deck, shuddering.
The sound of a cabin door shutting floated along the mist. ‘My God!’ Professor Smith came shuffling across the deck. ‘What happened?’
Jack explained through chattering teeth.
‘This is outrageous!’ Smith shook his fist. ‘I will report this to the captain! We will turn this ship upside down until the culprit is found!’
‘Uncle Barnabas,’ Gabrielle intervened. ‘Allow me to walk Jack back to his cabin. We will advise the captain in the morning.’
The professor reluctantly agreed. Jack felt a little silly being chaperoned, but he was still shaking.
‘Could the attack be the result of a case you’re working on with Mr Doyle?’ she asked him.
Jack hesitated. He didn’t want to lie to Gabrielle, but he also knew that Mr Doyle wanted their investigation to remain a secret. ‘Mr Doyle has many enemies,’ he said tactfully. ‘Maybe one of them wants revenge.’
They arrived at his cabin and knocked. Mr Doyle appeared and within seconds was quizzing Jack about the assault. Scarlet made hot chocolate for everyone, grabbing a blanket for Jack. Mr Doyle took Gabrielle back to her room, returning a minute later.
‘It appears our enemies have followed us onto the Challenger,’ he said.
‘You think the Chameleon is on board?’ Scarlet asked.
‘Possibly. He can make himself look like anyone.’ 
Jack and Scarlet peered more closely at Mr Doyle. 
‘Well,’ the detective blustered, ‘almost anyone.’
When Jack suggested Dr Phillips and his voluminous moustache, Mr Doyle said, ‘I suspect the good doctor has his own secrets. But I do not believe he is the Chameleon.’
‘I wonder why you were attacked,’ Scarlet said to Jack. ‘There would seem to be no advantage to it.’
‘We are a force of three,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Killing one of us diminishes our strength by one third.’ He turned. ‘I want you to both be extremely careful. These are dangerous men. They will stop at nothing to prevent us from finding out about this whip of fire. From now on, we will go everywhere together.’
Jack went to his adjoining cabin. Bertha lurked in her cage next to his bed. She scampered about, regarding him with dark eyes. Jack groaned.
Will the terror never end?
Jack gave her some food and turned out the light—but not before double-checking that the cage door was locked.
The next morning, Mr Doyle accompanied Jack and Scarlet to breakfast. They met with Gabrielle and her uncle to inform Captain Haze of the attack.
Later a message was delivered to every cabin, advising passengers to look out for unusual activity. By lunchtime holiday-makers either walked in groups or did not leave their cabins at all. Fear was written on many faces.
‘They’re worried for their lives,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘There are over seven thousand people on board this ship and one of them tried to kill you.’
The next day passed quietly. The captain sent a man named Pearson to take Jack, Scarlet and Mr Doyle on a tour of the ship. It was a wonderful experience, but the most exciting part was the flat top of the gondola. Here they had to wear harnesses with clips at the waist, linking them to the railing that ran all around the circumference. The view was mind-blowing. Jack felt comfortable at the great height, but he noticed Scarlet had gone pale. ‘We’re quite high up,’ she stammered.
‘Three miles at present,’ Pearson said, oblivious to her terror. ‘I’ll show you the balloon while we’re here.’
They climbed up a connecting tube, entering the vast cigar-shaped construction that kept the vessel alight. The Challenger was a rigid airship: the gasbags were contained within the outer balloon, held in place by a metal structure. The bags were overhead, the deck below stretching away into the distance, lit only by translucent portholes in the fabric.
‘The fabric makers stitched tiny gaps in the cloth,’ Pearson explained. ‘There’s no naked flames allowed up here on account of the hydrogen.’
Jack knew what he meant. One spark—and boom! 
‘I thought airships were one big balloon,’ Scarlet said.
‘Some are,’ Pearson said. ‘But the really big ones, especially passenger ships, have several gasbags. The Challenger has four, although it can run with only two.’ 
‘Is that for safety?’ Mr Doyle said.
‘Right you are, sir. There’s nowhere to fill up if we spring a leak. Better be safe than sorry.’
Each evening, the team had dinner at the captain’s table. The other passengers quizzed Jack relentlessly about the attack, theorising who could be responsible. Captain Haze tried to turn the conversation to other topics, but without success. Ideas about the culprit ranged from a crewman who looked suspiciously like Prime Minister Horatio Kitchener to a Russian priest Lady Thompson had seen lurking on Deck 6.
Jack captured his first glimpse of the United States on the morning of the fifth day. They had gone out for some air when someone gave a cry and pointed. Jack pulled out his goggles and switched them to telescopic view. A mighty bronze structure rose out of the ocean: a blazing, copper-coloured monolith that caught the morning sun.
‘Do you know what it is?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘Is it the Statue of Liberty?’ Jack asked.
‘It is indeed.’
‘I read a book about it,’ Scarlet said. ‘It was a gift to the United States from France after the American Civil War.’
‘That was the original statue,’ Mr Doyle pointed out. ‘It now sits inside the new one constructed by the Americans.’
The new figure was almost a mile in height. Jack had seen pictures of it, but the reddish-brown form took his breath away as the Challenger drew nearer. The statue was a woman dressed in long, flowing robes, staring out to sea. Her figure was lean and her arms were strong. She held a chain in her hands that fell to the ground. It was broken in the middle as if she had wrenched it apart. Upon her head sat a crown with seven points.
‘She’s beautiful,’ Scarlet said. ‘The journey is worth it just for this.’
‘I don’t know about that,’ Jack said. ‘I was almost killed!’
‘Still…’ 
Jack glanced back to the statue. ‘She looks all alone,’ he murmured.
‘The Statue of Liberty is the tallest structure in New York,’ Mr Doyle explained. ‘Nothing is allowed to exceed her in height.’
Professor Smith appeared at their side with Gabrielle. ‘Enjoying the view?’ she asked.
‘We are,’ Scarlet said.
Jack wasn’t sure why Scarlet was acting so strangely around Gabrielle. She seemed annoyed every time the young American woman appeared.
‘There are stairs you can climb to the top,’ Gabrielle said, oblivious. ‘Although it’s quite a walk.’
‘I will take the elevator,’ Professor Smith said. ‘I am allergic to walking.’
The New York skyline rose from the sea like a row of uneven teeth. The Challenger coasted past the statue to a place Professor Smith referred to as Staten Island, with an immense dockyard. Jack could see airships sailing to and from it in all directions. ‘It is the biggest departure terminal on the East Coast,’ the professor explained.
The rotating blades of the mighty airship slowed as it approached an enormous hangar. Men clustered beneath, lines lowering towards them. The cables were attached to a locomotive that dragged in the Challenger and the paddles came to a complete halt.
‘Captain Haze and his crew are excellent pilots,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘It isn’t anything a woman couldn’t do,’ Scarlet said. ‘And probably will one day.’
Jack was inclined to agree with her. Gabrielle was a highly competent individual: strong and intelligent. There seemed to be no reason why she or any other woman couldn’t accomplish anything.
A final whistle rang out over the ship. Lines were tied down. The drone of the mighty engine died. They had arrived.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Everyone was keen to disembark after the long journey across the Atlantic. Jack caught sight of Gabrielle and her uncle in the crowd, and they said a hurried farewell. The gangways led to a line of trains that took them to the passenger terminal, a vast dome-shaped structure resembling a cathedral. The ceiling was enclosed in glass, radiating heat. Jack was soon sweating in his coat, while Scarlet’s red hair was plastered to her face. ‘We were able to cross the Atlantic in five days,’ Mr Doyle muttered, ‘but I fear we may spend five more waiting for our luggage.’
Their suitcases soon appeared on a rotating carousel, the device belching steam as it conveyed luggage past the travellers. The trio then headed outside to join a line waiting for cabs and horse-driven carriages. Smoke and steam filled the air.
It’s just like London, Jack thought.
He spotted Doctor Phillips. He did not see them, speaking instead with another fellow—a tall, thin individual with a hooked nose—before climbing into a private car.
‘He was thoroughly unpleasant,’ Scarlet said. ‘I shall not miss seeing him again.’
‘He seemed suspicious to me,’ Jack said.
‘There is no doubt he is an impostor,’ Mr Doyle said, ‘but he has nothing to do with Charles Ashgrove.’ 
Scarlet’s mouth fell open. ‘What did you say?’
‘He does not have the hands of a surgeon,’ Mr Doyle explained. ‘And it’s obvious he knows nothing about anatomy. I mentioned rhinitis to him and he thought I was talking about a visit to the zoo!’ He shook his head. ‘I believe he is a con artist attempting to steal money from the unwary.’
A moment later police officers turned up in a steamcar. Within minutes they had apprehended the astonished Phillips and his friend. Captain Haze appeared and shook hands with Mr Doyle.
‘Thank you once again, Ignatius,’ he said. ‘The man had me fooled.’
‘I imagine the police will discover the real Dr Phillips to be alive and well in Baltimore,’ Mr Doyle informed him. ‘No doubt he has been blissfully unaware that someone has been trying to steal his identity.’
Blimey, Jack thought. Nothing gets past Mr Doyle. 
A horse-driven carriage was hired to take the team into the city. They said goodbye to Captain Haze as the driver, a gentleman with a white moustache, piled their bags into the rear storage compartment. Jack clasped Bertha’s cage close as the others climbed in.
‘Is she happy?’ Scarlet asked.
‘I think so,’ Jack said. ‘She’s reading a ladies’ magazine and drinking a cup of tea.’
Mr Doyle asked to be driven to the Empire Hotel in Manhattan. The driver tipped his hat, climbed into his seat on the roof and shook the reins. The carriage joined the traffic leaving the dockyard. Jack settled back. Through the clouds of steam and smoke, he began to catch glimpses of the city and its people.
New York and London were different in so many ways—some obvious, many more subtle. It seemed like every building in New York was an apartment complex. Some ten storeys high, others twice that size, soaring into the air. Many were of a French style with high gables and steep roofs, large rectangular windows and shallow balconies. When Jack asked Mr Doyle about it, the detective explained that much of New York had been rebuilt over the years.
‘New York has undergone rapid development in the last century,’ he said. ‘Old has given way to new. I expect much of what we see today will be gone in another hundred years.’
Many streets were narrow. Metal stairs clung to the outside of most buildings. Pitchmen—vendors selling from suitcases on the street—sold everything from ties to pencils to cigarettes. Jack was surprised to see one pack up shop and race down the street with a policeman in pursuit.
Scarlet was most entranced by the fashions of the Americans. The women wore brighter colours than in Britain. Long outing jackets with puff sleeves and matching skirts were popular. The hats were all shapes and sizes, decorated with feathers, fine metal cogs and lace. She was quick to point out, however, that many of the people appeared impoverished, just like in Britain. ‘Poor looks the same wherever you go,’ she murmured. 
The shops sold food and goods foreign to Jack. He recoiled in horror when he saw a vendor selling some sort of cooked dog.
Mr Doyle laughed. ‘Hot dogs. I promise you no canines were harmed in their production.’
Traffic was gridlocked in places. Pedestrians had their own rules; they crossed whenever and however they wanted, and vehicles surrendered to them. At first Jack thought it utter chaos, but there seemed to be an unspoken understanding between the drivers and the pedestrians. Somehow no-one got run over.
Mr Doyle peeked through the rear cab window a couple of times. ‘I don’t wish to alarm you both,’ he said, ‘but I believe we are being followed. A vehicle has been tailing us since we left the terminal.’
‘Maybe they’re going to the same hotel,’ Scarlet said. 
‘Possibly. But I think we should be ready for anything.’
The road led to a bridge that crossed The Narrows, the body of water separating Staten Island from Brooklyn. Despite the overcrowding in New York, a park adjacent to the river had survived. A few individuals were taking a leisurely walk along the riverbank, while others rode bicycles along a pathway. A figure on a steam-powered motorcycle chugged past.
Mr Doyle again glanced behind. ‘I don’t see them anymore.’
Jack started. ‘Maybe they were—’ 
A shot split the air, breaking through the ambient noise like the boom of a cannon. The horses whinnied and the carriage lurched. Something fell past the door onto the ground.
‘Good heavens!’ Mr Doyle yelled. ‘That was the driver!’
The horses now set off at a gallop, dragging the carriage onto the footpath. People screamed. A man selling socks from an open suitcase leapt aside, sending the socks flying. An elderly couple jumped clear and a woman pushed her child out of harm’s way as the cab careened down the path and into the park.
Another shot rang out, this time scaring the horses into a second burst of speed.
‘We have to get out!’ Mr Doyle cried.
But it was too late. The horses were headed towards the river. Only at the last instant did they change direction, but the forward momentum still swung the carriage around. The wheels struck a stone wall and the carriage rolled.
Everything went black. Then water was pouring into Jack’s nose. He found himself floating. Light entered through a crack in one door. The other was completely underwater. Scarlet had dragged him to the surface.
‘Keep breathing,’ she advised.
‘Thanks,’ he spluttered.
She disappeared under the water as Jack saw something float by his head. Bertha’s cage. The tarantula gave him a reproachful look.
Scarlet’s hand broke the surface. She dragged the detective’s head up and Mr Doyle came coughing as the carriage began to sink. More water poured in. A hand appeared at the gap and wrenched the door open.
‘Welcome to New York,’ Gabrielle Smith said. ‘I believe this is your stop.’
She pulled Mr Doyle free of the carriage, then grabbed Jack’s shoulder, dragging him free as he kept a firm grip on Bertha’s cage. Passers-by helped the three of them over the retaining wall. Jack coughed up what felt like half of New York Harbour. He glanced at Bertha. Her cage lay on its side, but she was unharmed. Catching a glimpse of Scarlet’s face, he said, ‘Baby Bertha’s fine. She’s laughing her little legs off.’
Scarlet was about to deliver a stinging retort when a small fish leapt out of her hair and onto the grass. Shrieking, she swatted it away. Jack burst out laughing. 
Gabrielle helped sort out their baggage. ‘Thank you, my dear,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘You are extremely capable.’ 
‘It’s my pleasure, Mr Doyle.’
He lowered his voice. ‘Perhaps you can now share your true identity with us.’
Gabrielle frowned. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
‘Your answer can wait until we reach the hotel.’
Their attacker had escaped. The police arrived and asked questions as the elderly driver of the carriage was taken to hospital. He had been winged by the shooter, but would survive. With the assistance of a few friendly New Yorkers, Jack and the others soon had their baggage on board another steamcab and resumed their journey over the Verrazano Bridge, through Brooklyn and to Manhattan.
They were still damp by the time they reached the hotel. Scarlet’s hair was the most serious casualty, sticking out in every direction. Gabrielle helped them to check in and followed as a bellhop took their luggage upstairs. Mr Doyle tipped him as he departed.
Their room was on the fifth floor. It was clean and dry with a view of the busy avenue below. Painted ivory white with periwinkle-blue carpet, it had three bedrooms running off the main chamber.
‘Possibly you can speak now,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘We may be able to help each other.’
She pursed her lips. ‘Your activities regarding Charles Ashgrove have not gone unnoticed.’
‘Is your name really Gabrielle Smith?’
‘It is.’
‘And who is your employer?’
‘I am an agent with the United States Secret Service.’ 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Jack and Scarlet could not have been more amazed if Gabrielle had confessed to coming from the planet Mars.
‘I’m sorry I could not share this information with you,’ she said. ‘Very few people know.’
‘Your uncle?’ Jack asked.
‘Not even him. He thinks I’m a clerk working at the White House.’ She turned to Mr Doyle. ‘How long have you known?’
‘Since our first day on the Challenger.’
Gabrielle frowned. ‘That long?’
‘You presented yourself as a lady of leisure. Yet your athleticism was evident in your rescue of Jack on board the ship, and later single-handedly dragging us from the river.’
‘But still…’ 
‘Besides, it is only logical for the US government to monitor the activities of Charles Ashgrove and the SLA. Now that my team and I have become involved, it makes sense that we would also fall under surveillance.’ 
‘You must tell me what you know.’
‘There is little to tell.’ Mr Doyle boiled water and insisted they all change into fresh clothing before the discussion continued. Scarlet lent Gabrielle a dress that, although a little short, was acceptable under the circumstances.
Within half an hour they were dry and clean, with a silver pot of tea before them. Mr Doyle outlined the history of their investigation to Gabrielle.
‘This tallies with the little we already know,’ she said. ‘We believe the SLA is planning an attack, but we can only guess its nature.’
‘Can’t you just arrest Charles Ashgrove?’ Jack asked. 
‘On what charge? Many people think he’s an honourable man. He gives to charity and employs thousands of people. We have no evidence linking him to terrorist activities of any kind.’
‘But he is a villain!’ Scarlet said. ‘Surely he should be thrown into jail—just in case.’
Gabrielle smiled. ‘I wish we could.’
‘And what do you know of Olinka Slate?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘He is a genius. He migrated from Europe to the United States several years ago. He has been experimenting with electricity for decades, but with limited success. He has many strange habits that alienate him from other people.’
‘Such as?’
‘He likes to do things in groups of three. He counts his steps and measures his food. He has an abnormal fear of germs. He hates women’s pearls and has an aversion to human hair.’
‘That is rather odd.’
‘Not surprisingly, he has found it difficult to fund his research. Not everyone wants to pour money into experimental power sources—especially when they think the inventor is mad.’
‘Possibly this is why he’s working with Ashgrove?’ 
‘Maybe. If so, it’s a terrible shame.’
‘What about Frankie Shore’s last words?’ Scarlet asked. ‘The eagle and so forth. Would any of them relate to Mr Slate or his inventions?’
‘Not that I know of. The eagle probably refers to the United States. It appears on our nation’s coat of arms. I have no idea about the other references.’ Gabrielle shook her head. ‘But there is no doubt in my mind as to Ashgrove’s ultimate plan.’
‘And that is?’
‘War.’ Gabrielle stood and started to pace. ‘The Southern Liberation Army has wanted its own nation for years. They want a line separating the northern and southern states, and they think there is only one way to achieve this.’
‘Another civil war?’ Scarlet said. ‘That’s terrible.’ 
‘Who could want a war?’ Jack asked. ‘It wouldn’t help anyone.’
‘Unfortunately, that is not true,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Some people, such as arms manufacturers, can make a great deal of money from conflict.’
Gabrielle continued. ‘The US has been in financial difficulty for years. Money loaned to Europe during the Great War was never paid back. Our stock market bottomed out recently. Our economy’s in trouble. Many people are out of work. Some are even starving.
‘President Craig is a popular leader, doing his best under difficult circumstances, but many believe another civil war is inevitable. All it requires is a match to ignite it.’
Mr Doyle stood. ‘I think a late lunch is in order, and then some rest.’
‘Now?’ Jack asked. It seemed the wrong time for food. They had assassins hunting them down and Ashgrove hatching a terrible plan. Shouldn’t they be out chasing somebody?
‘Bodies are like engines,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘They must be rested to function at full capacity. Gabrielle, is there any way we can reach you?’
She scribbled an address. ‘This is a shopkeeper on Sixty-Fourth Street. He is one of our people.’
‘We will be in touch.’
Gabrielle thanked them and left. Mr Doyle ordered room service and soon they were all eating a meal of steak and vegetables. Jack was quiet, his mind reeling. He had once read a book about the American Secret Service. Their agents were always involved in hair-raising adventures vital to the security of the United States. Breaking spy gangs. Shooting evildoers. Protecting the president.
‘I didn’t realise a woman could be a Secret Service agent,’ Jack said. ‘It had never even occurred to me.’
‘This is why Brinkie Buckeridge is so important,’ Scarlet said. ‘Brinkie is a role model for girls. She shows them that they can go anywhere, think for themselves, be anything.’
‘My own thinking has been slow to change,’ Mr Doyle admitted. ‘Most of my ideas were born in an empire that is more like history than the modern world. I wonder sometimes if I should be stuck in a museum.’ 
‘No-one’s putting you into a museum,’ Scarlet said. 
Mr Doyle had the plates cleared away and Jack went to his room. Once again, both he and Scarlet had their own chambers. Jack installed Bertha next to his bed and for the first time felt some sympathy for the creature. He doubted that tarantulas liked bathing, and she had been drowned twice in the past week!
Scarlet knocked on his door.
‘So nice of you to promote women’s rights,’ she said. ‘Every time I raise the issue, you look at me as if I’ve grown a second head.’
‘What? I don’t.’
‘Yet you become a raging suffragette when Gabrielle’s about!’
‘I’m not a suffragette! I mean, I am, but—’ 
‘And my novel had better be in perfect condition,’ she said, ‘or you’re buying me a new copy!’
And with that, Scarlet turned and stormed out.
Jack glanced at Bertha and sighed. ‘What was that all about?’
By now it was late in the day. Jack found The Adventure of the Grinning Glockenspiel. Thankfully, it wasn’t too damp after his dunking in the harbour. He read for the next few hours until Mr Doyle announced that dinner had arrived.
Retiring to his bedroom, Jack read a few more chapters before saying goodnight to the others and turning out his light. Staring at the ceiling, he listened to the sounds of New York. The city was still awake. Maybe it never slept. He heard the distant jangle of voices, the rattle of steamcars, the sound of horses clopping along the road. A billboard was gaslit on the top of the building opposite. It advertised ‘Williams Talcum Powder’.
He heard Bertha moving about in her cage. ‘Your door better be locked,’ he mumbled, ‘because I’m squashing you if you get free.’
The next thing he knew sunshine was streaming in through the window and someone was knocking at his door.
‘Come in,’ Jack groaned.
Mr Doyle appeared. ‘Time to rise! I have a plan.’ 
‘For eggs and toast?’
‘For tackling Mr Charles Ashgrove!’
Jack dragged himself from the bed, dressed and joined Mr Doyle and Scarlet for breakfast. Scarlet gave him a friendly smile, but he wondered about last night’s anger. She’d had a bee in her bonnet ever since meeting Gabrielle.
On the street below, a fog had risen and the pavement swam with mist. ‘It’s as polluted as London,’ Jack observed.
‘Steamcar emissions are as much a problem for the Americans as they are for us,’ said Mr Doyle. There was a knock at the door. ‘Ah, this is what I’ve been waiting for.’
A bellboy handed Mr Doyle a letter, and he read it as he ate his toast. ‘I sent a message to Gabrielle this morning requesting Charles Ashgrove’s address.’
‘Why?’ Scarlet asked. ‘Are we going to stake out his premises?’
‘No, my dear,’ he said. ‘We’re going to pay him a visit.’



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
‘Are we there yet?’ Jack asked.
‘Not too long now,’ Mr Doyle responded.
The road to Charles Ashgrove’s home in Maryland was in a terrible state. While the journey from New York had begun well enough on paved roads, the further from the city the worse the roads became.
Now I know how an egg feels, Jack thought. After it’s been scrambled. 
The steamcab bounced along. More than once Jack’s head collided with the window. Scarlet lurched into the floor. Even Mr Doyle encountered some difficulty; an attempt to eat a piece of cheese resulted in it lodging in his left nostril.
‘I’m not sure I agree with your plan,’ Scarlet said, her red hair streaming across her face. ‘It sounds rather dangerous.’
‘If dangerous means getting killed,’ Jack said, ‘then I agree.’
Mr Doyle had been staring out the window at the rollicking countryside. ‘Then we will be dead—or worse than dead.’ He smiled at the shocked expressions on their faces. ‘Never fear. I do not believe it will be the case.’
Scarlet and Jack exchanged worried glances as they passed thick forests of pines and red cedars. It was lush countryside; Jack would have appreciated it under other circumstances. Now, however, he was too focused on their impending doom. Mr Doyle reached into his pocket and produced a mousetrap.
‘I was wondering where that went.’ He put it back, took out a piece of cheese and popped it into his mouth. ‘May I ask you a question?’
‘Certainly,’ Scarlet replied.
‘Would you agree that Charles Ashgrove has been like a puppeteer? Pulling the strings while others do his dirty work?’
Jack nodded. ‘I suppose.’
‘Then I consider it unlikely that he will change now. He may try to have us killed later, but I suspect the safest place for us will be at his property.’
‘If you say so.’
‘If it’s any consolation,’ Mr Doyle said, ‘I have arranged for a Secret Service agent to follow us.’
They all peered through the back window of the steamcab. A vehicle trundled along behind them, and the man at the wheel, clean-shaven with a small moustache, gave them a wave.
‘So we are not alone,’ Mr Doyle concluded.
Another hour of bouncing brought them to a high wall surrounding a large property on the outskirts of Maryland. They passed through the gates and up an avenue of Carolina poplars. At the end lay a marble fountain decorated with angels and doves. A pergola covered in rose bushes sat on a hill. Charles Ashgrove is rich, Jack thought, and likes to show it.
The house was a two-storey white timber building with Greek-style columns that reached from the porch to the pitched gable roof. At the front were six vertical windows with green shutters. Two chimneys jutted from the roof.
It was a beautiful family home. Jack expected a pair of curly-haired cherubs to come racing across the field with a dog bounding along beside them. Their mother would be in a bonnet carrying a wicker basket. It was hard to believe a ruthless monster like Ashgrove could own such a pretty estate.
Jack began to doubt Mr Doyle’s wisdom in coming here. The detective might be carrying his gun—Clarabelle—but he and Scarlet were not armed. Mr Doyle had taught them some martial arts, but Jack wasn’t sure how a punch to the solar plexus would compete against a gang of armed criminals.
He should have brought Bertha!
A tarantula to the face would stop anyone!
The vehicle came to a halt with steam and smoke still bellowing from the engine. The driver agreed to wait as Mr Doyle, Jack and Scarlet exited, climbing the front steps of the home. The cab following them remained back on the road. Mr Doyle knocked at the front door. 
Jack leant close to Scarlet and whispered, ‘What would Brumbie Bucklelin do?’
‘It’s Brinkie Buckeridge,’ she sighed. ‘And she would shoot the lock off the door and hit Ashgrove with a right cross.’
It sounded like a good plan to Jack. The door eased open, revealing a rather stern-looking butler with an angular face.
‘Sir?’
‘We’re here to see Charles Ashgrove.’
‘Is he expecting you?’
‘Tell him it’s Ignatius Doyle and companions. He’ll want to see us.’
The door closed. Mr Doyle turned and gazed over the rolling countryside. ‘It’s lovely out here. Don’t you think?’
‘Very,’ Scarlet said.
‘Lovely,’ Jack agreed.
A lovely place to die!
The butler appeared wearing the same stern expression. ‘The master will see you in the garden.’
They were led along a corridor. The floors were whitewashed timber. A massive staircase twisted in a great spiral, while an antique grandfather clock stood in the hallway. Through a doorway Jack saw a huge polished table with seating for a dozen people. There were antiques and palatial furnishings everywhere.
The rear door opened out onto a small hedge garden with white metal furniture. Beyond it lay open fields. A large man with his back to them sat on one of the chairs, smoking a cigar. He half-turned at the sound of their approach.
‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Mr Ignatius Doyle and his young protégés.’
Charles Ashgrove was not a large man—he was huge. Every part of him was enormous. He was over six-feet tall and muscle-bound. Even his hands were oversized, like a bunch of thick sausages. Around fifty years old, he wore a white suit in the style of an old Southern gentleman. A greying moustache sat upon his lip like a caterpillar. A scar ran down the left side of his face. He looked like an avalanche waiting to happen; one wrong move and he would crush you without pity. 
‘And you are Mr Charles Ashgrove,’ Mr Doyle said. 
The men did not shake hands. Ashgrove pointed to chairs. Jack was aware of how tiny he and Scarlet were compared to him. Even Mr Doyle appeared small. 
‘I thought the time had come for us to meet,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘You have certainly sent us enough messages.’ 
Ashgrove took his time lighting a cigar. He puffed on it hard. ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’
‘I’m sure you do.’ The detective leaned back. ‘You’re a terrorist, Ashgrove, responsible for the deaths of innocent men, women and children.’
‘Why do you care, Doyle?’ Ashgrove blew out smoke. ‘This is not your country. You can return now to London, resume your life and you will never hear from me again.’
‘Not hearing from you is a comforting thought,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But it is not my way to allow criminals to go free.’
‘This is none of your business.’
‘The killing of innocents is everyone’s business.’ Mr Doyle paused. ‘I especially don’t appreciate your attempt on the life of my assistant.’
Charles Ashgrove smiled at Jack and Scarlet like a T. rex sizing up its prey. ‘You have brought these two into this matter. If anything happens to them, the fault will be your own.’
‘Spoken like a true coward.’
Ashgrove sighed. ‘You don’t know this country, Doyle. You don’t know its people. What they want. What they need.’
‘And you do?’
‘The South wants its own nation. Its own government. Its own president.’
‘I suppose you have a leader in mind?’
‘As a matter of fact I do.’ The man butted out his cigar. ‘There’s a change coming, Doyle. The tide is turning and many will drown beneath its waves.’
‘That doesn’t sound like a peaceful change.’
‘There will be retribution.’
‘How can you hate your own countrymen so much?’ 
The man snorted. ‘You don’t understand me at all. I love my countrymen. It is President Craig and his cronies who have enslaved me and my people. The people of the South will rise up as the true masters of this nation and declare our independence.’
Scarlet could remain silent no longer. ‘You are an evil man and you will go to jail for your crimes.’
‘You’ll be sorry for what you did to Frankie,’ Jack said.
Ashgrove chuckled. ‘Children do not scare me.’
‘You say you have been enslaved,’ Mr Doyle spoke up. ‘Yet you are not under a whip. Not even a Whip of Fire…’ 
Ashgrove’s eyes narrowed.
‘Did you really think you could keep your secret from me?’ Mr Doyle continued.
‘The Whip of Fire is only one of the weapons in our arsenal.’
‘Developed with the assistance of Olinka Slate.’
‘Mr Slate has proven to be a useful acquisition.’
‘I would like to speak to him.’
‘That won’t be possible.’
‘Then we’ll be on our way.’ Mr Doyle stood. ‘It is terrible that you wish to bring such death and devastation to this great nation.’
‘Sometimes an injury must be cauterised before it can be healed.’ For the first time the big man’s face seemed to soften. ‘I want freedom for my people. Wouldn’t you fight to keep your country free? Wouldn’t you lay down your life for liberty?’
‘How many tyrants have hidden behind a flag of freedom?’ Mr Doyle said. ‘You killed an innocent child and I will not rest until you have been brought to justice.’ 
Charles Ashgrove shook his head. ‘Then it is war.’ 
‘War it is.’
‘Understand this, Ignatius Doyle,’ Ashgrove said, leaning forward to regard him with dead eyes. ‘War is a game played without pity or remorse. Your end will not be swift. Nor will it be painless.’



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
‘What a lovely man,’ Ignatius Doyle said. ‘I must remember to send him a Christmas card.’
The detective produced a lump of cheese from his pocket and offered it to Jack and Scarlet. They politely declined. He munched on it as the steamcab travelled back towards Manhattan.
‘I had hoped,’ he sighed, ‘to learn more from Ashgrove about the Whip of Fire.’
‘He called it a weapon,’ Scarlet recalled.
‘And something that Olinka Slate helped him to build,’ Jack pointed out.
Mr Doyle frowned. ‘I am puzzled about the way Ashgrove referred to the inventor.’
‘How?’
‘He said, “Mr Slate has proven to be a useful acquisition.” That’s not how someone usually refers to their employee.’
‘Maybe it’s just an expression.’
‘Perhaps.’
They had only been back at the hotel for a few minutes before there was a knock. Mr Doyle peered through the door’s peephole.
‘Miss Smith.’
‘Please call me Gabrielle.’
She was now dressed in a sky-blue dress with white trim and flat shoes. ‘Tell me about your visit to Charles Ashgrove.’
‘He was as friendly as a cobra, and intent on tearing this wonderful nation apart.’
‘So he was everything you expected and more.’
‘Indeed. And Mr Slate is still in his employ, but as to the Whip of Fire: we can only speculate.’
‘Then we must pursue our own lines of enquiry.’
‘You have a lead?’
‘I sure do.’ She produced a piece of paper from her handbag. ‘One of our agents has reported a lot of activity around a warehouse owned by Ashgrove.’
‘Is that unusual?’
‘The building has been abandoned for some time,’ she said. ‘And one of the visitors bears a striking resemblance to Olinka Slate.’
‘Then we should go there,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Jack, you may leave Bertha here on this occasion.’
Gabrielle frowned. ‘Bertha?’
‘Jack’s girlfriend,’ Scarlet said.
‘She’s a tarantula,’ Jack said.
‘Don’t speak about your beloved in such a manner, Jack,’ Scarlet grinned. ‘It does not befit you.’
Mr Doyle chuckled, explaining that Jack had no romantic entanglement with anyone, and Bertha was, indeed, an arachnid.
‘She’s actually great once you get to know her,’ Jack told Gabrielle. ‘That only takes about a million years.’ 
They left the hotel. Gabrielle didn’t need to hail a steamcab—one appeared from around the corner. ‘I’ve arranged a Secret Service car for the day,’ she said, checking the driver’s badge.
He was friendly-looking with a round face. He reminded Jack of a baker, as though he ate too many cream buns. Gabrielle gave him the address of a building on the West Side.
‘Is there anything else I should know about Ashgrove?’ Gabrielle asked.
‘Oh, he is a charming individual,’ Mr Doyle chortled. ‘Witty and engaging.’
‘It’s a shame that’s all a front.’
‘Evil people seldom see themselves as evil. Charles Ashgrove is such an example. He sees himself as a liberator, prepared to fight for freedom.’
‘You almost sound sympathetic to him.’
‘There have been times in history when violence has been used to bring about change. There’s no doubt…’ Mr Doyle frowned. ‘Wait. Do you hear that?’
They listened.
‘I don’t hear anything,’ Scarlet said.
‘Me neither,’ Jack said.
‘That’s what I mean.’
Jack strained his ears. It was oddly quiet, and the silence was eerie.
‘It’s very stuffy in here,’ Gabrielle said.
Suddenly a hissing sound filled the cab. Mr Doyle leapt to his feet and grabbed the door handle. It would not budge. Jack struggled with the other door, but Gabrielle shoved him out of the way and began kicking at the glass.
It was unbreakable. Within seconds, a fine mist filled the cab. Jack thumped the glass separating them from the driver until he caught sight of the man’s face in the rear-view mirror. He was grinning.
He’s in league with Ashgrove, Jack thought. Not a Secret Service agent at all… When Jack woke, he found himself slumped in a sitting position on a concrete floor, handcuffed to a pole. They were in a rundown warehouse filled with boxes marked with pictures of pottery and statuettes. Dull light shone through skylights.
Beside him, Mr Doyle, Scarlet and Gabrielle were unconscious, secured to other beams. Jack could smell salt water; they must be near the harbour, he thought. There was another odour, too.
Smoke.
Scarlet stirred and blearily looked about. ‘What’s happening?’
‘We really need Buckley Bonkalot is what’s happening.’ 
‘Brinkie…’ She shook her head. ‘Never mind.’
She tried calling to Gabrielle Smith and Mr Doyle, but they did not stir. Jack saw that a pile of papers was alight on the far side of the building. Stacks of boxes next to them were already beginning to smoulder. Before long, the entire warehouse would be in flames.
‘Bazookas,’ Jack grunted.
Feeling his pockets with his elbows, he realised his lock pick was gone. He still had his compass and locket. Thank goodness! But they would not help him open the handcuffs. He examined the restraints. They were of an older make. Mr Doyle had made them practise picking locks for hours. If they could find a piece of metal… An iron splinter on the ground caught his eye. He pointed it out to Scarlet. He couldn’t reach it, but maybe she could.
‘I don’t think I can,’ she said.
‘Try,’ Jack urged.
She stretched out. Her foot was a few inches too short. She reached a little further. Now the end of her shoe teased it. A bit further and she would have it.
‘Good heavens,’ Scarlet said. ‘I can touch it, but I can’t do anything with it.’
‘Yes, you can,’ Jack encouraged her. ‘Kick towards me.’
She swung her leg about and caught the sliver by the end. It flew straight at Jack.
Got it!
He dragged it closer with his foot. As he did so, he started to cough. The fire had taken hold. Smoke was everywhere. Within minutes the four of them would be overcome.
Gabrielle groaned, waking up. ‘What’s…where are we?’
‘A warehouse.’ Jack was working on the lock now. ‘There’s a fire. They’re trying to burn us to death.’
‘Why? They could have just killed us with gas!’
Jack remembered Charles Ashgrove’s words: Your end will not be swift. Nor will it be painless. 
The man was a monster. He had wanted them to die—but not without suffering first. The handcuffs clicked open. Jack raced over to Gabrielle and started working on her restraints.
‘Something must have happened to the real driver,’ she said.
‘You’d never seen that man before?’
‘No, but that’s not unusual. The Secret Service employs thousands of people.’ She glanced at the detective. ‘Ignatius is not moving.’
Jack undid her cuffs and moved over to Scarlet. ‘Is he breathing?’ she asked.
‘Yes. He must have been more strongly affected by the gas.’
Jack worked at Scarlet’s handcuffs. They clicked apart and he turned his attention to Mr Doyle. The detective remained unconscious. Gabrielle raced to the entrance. Jack heard banging.
‘The door’s locked!’ she yelled.
The handcuffs on Mr Doyle clicked open just as Gabrielle returned. ‘The front door is bolted. We’ll have to exit through the back.’
‘There are no windows?’
‘None we can reach.’
The fire was spreading from box to box with terrifying speed. Smoke clogged the air, making breathing almost impossible. They dragged Mr Doyle towards a double-locked door at the rear where boat deliveries could be made.
‘The lock!’ Gabrielle coughed. ‘Can you open it?’ 
Jack pulled out the sliver of metal again and went to work on the lock. It was getting hotter by the moment. The roar of the blaze was deafening. He started coughing and this time couldn’t stop. The smoke burned his throat. His eyes watered. They couldn’t take much more of this.
Come on, he thought. Come on. 
Click.
Yes!
Jack swung the doors open. Gabrielle and Scarlet pulled Mr Doyle into the fresh air. A crash came from behind as part of the warehouse collapsed. They stumbled onto a small dock. A rowboat lay nearby and they scrambled on board, pushing away from the landing. Gabrielle seized the oars and rowed them away from the devastation.
‘Good heavens.’ Mr Doyle groaned and tried to sit up. ‘What on earth happened?’
‘Jack and Scarlet rescued us,’ Gabrielle said.
‘Jack, Scarlet and Gabrielle worked together to escape,’ Jack corrected her. ‘It was a team effort.’
The warehouse was now an inferno. Smoke poured from every opening. Glass exploded and flames licked up through gaps in the roof. Something detonated within the building as another section of roof collapsed. The sirens of fire engines cut through the afternoon air, but they were too late.
‘A close call,’ Gabrielle said.
Mr Doyle frowned. ‘Too close.’



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
‘What now?’ Jack asked, chewing hesitantly on a hot dog. 
They had abandoned the rowboat and were in a small diner on the West Side of Manhattan. The diner was clean and tidy and, to Mr Doyle’s delight, served a good cup of tea.
‘We have actually been rather lucky,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Charles Ashgrove believes us dead and I think we should continue that charade.’
‘It won’t hurt for the Secret Service to think that I’m deceased for a day or two,’ Gabrielle said. ‘What are you suggesting we do?’
‘Our intention was to visit Ashgrove’s warehouse. We should pursue that line of enquiry.’
But Mr Doyle insisted on a recovery day. He asked Gabrielle to find them a hotel. Fortunately there was an establishment in the same street by the name of The Brass Buckle. Mr Doyle checked them in under false names: he assumed the identity of Sherrinford Pocklocker, Jack became Ormand Snotsbury, Scarlet was Mistletoe Baincuttle and Gabrielle became Joan Brown. The clerk, to Jack’s surprise, noted the names without comment. 
The next morning they hired a steamcab. The warehouse was uptown in a quiet street a few blocks from the water. Gabrielle suggested they enter via the rear. ‘The Secret Service is probably watching the front,’ she explained.
‘A wise move if we want to remain undercover,’ Mr Doyle said.
They scooted around the side, where the detective peered in a dusty window. ‘It looks empty in there,’ he said. ‘Though we did find ourselves being shot at the last time we entered a seemingly vacant building.’
‘Allow me,’ Gabrielle said.
She removed one of her shoes and broke a pane of glass. She pushed the window up, then reached down to loosen her skirt.
Mr Doyle’s mouth fell open. ‘My dear—’ 
‘It’s nothing to be concerned about, Mr Doyle. I am wearing my bloomers under my skirt.’
‘Bloomers?’
‘Sporting shorts.’ Dragging off a layer of clothing, she revealed a pair of baggy knee-length pants. Scarlet stared at Gabrielle in fascination, as if seeing her for the first time.
‘I’ll be back,’ Gabrielle said.
‘Of course, my dear,’ Mr Doyle said, peering at the sky.
Gabrielle climbed lithely in the window and disappeared from sight. A few minutes went by before Mr Doyle muttered, ‘I should not have allowed her to do this.’ 
‘She is a government agent, Mr Doyle,’ Scarlet pointed out.
‘But what if she is attacked? In her underwear?’
‘That’s not her underwear. Those are her…bloomers. Her sporting shorts.’ Scarlet frowned as if something dawned on her. ‘Gabrielle is a kind of true-life Brinkie Buckeridge. In The Adventure of the Singing House, Brinkie reveals she always wears specially equipped undergarments.’
Jack tried to visualise such a thing. ‘Specially equipped?’
‘Yes. They hold a gun. Currency from a dozen nations. A small cannon.’
‘In her underwear?’
Meanwhile, Mr Doyle was stroking his chin. ‘Bloomers?’ he said. ‘They must be some kind of new invention.’
The back door opened and Gabrielle reappeared with a smile on her face. ‘All’s clear,’ she said. ‘Whoever was here is gone.’
Gabrielle slipped the dress back on and they followed her. There was little to see. It was dusty, and the ground floor empty. Stairs led to a tiny office on the next level, which contained a desk.
‘This is strange,’ Gabrielle said when they returned to the ground floor. ‘Our man said that people had been coming and going from this building.’
‘Maybe it’s only used as a meeting place,’ Jack said. 
‘Odd there is no evidence of movement,’ Scarlet said. 
Mr Doyle examined the floor near the front door. ‘The dust is disturbed here.’ He followed the trail of footsteps over to an unused fireplace. ‘Look! Here the footprints end.’
Gabrielle examined the mantelpiece. ‘This dust looks undisturbed.’
‘I don’t think it’s the shelf we need to focus on.’ Mr Doyle eyed the blackened brass decoration around the fireplace. It was a vine with some sort of flower that grew from both sides and joined in a knot in the middle. ‘Does one of those flower buds look a little brighter than the others?’
One did. Jack pressed it and a click came from the fireplace. Mr Doyle gripped the shelf and swung the whole thing open. A set of stairs led downwards.
Scarlet gave a cry of delight. ‘It’s just like The Adventure of the Exploding Frog.’
Gabrielle gave her a sideways glance. ‘You read the Brinkie Buckeridge books?’
Scarlet eyed her suspiciously. ‘Of course.’
‘My favourites are The Adventure of the Shrinking Steamcar and The Adventure of the Robot Menace.’ Gabrielle paused. ‘I even have a signed copy.’ 
Scarlet swooned. ‘A signed copy?’
Jack and Mr Doyle looked at each other. ‘We may have stumbled into the annual convention,’ Mr Doyle sighed.
‘That’s not till later in the year,’ Scarlet said.
‘Must keep moving.’ Gabrielle pulled a pistol from her blouse. ‘We need to be ready.’
‘A gun?’
‘Mr Doyle, I’m with the Secret Service.’
‘Of course.’ The detective reddened. ‘How foolish of me.’
Gabrielle led them down a curving stairway to a basement. It smelled of mould. The room was empty apart from a table with a dozen chairs. Covering the walls was an enormous crimson flag. A single blue line, filled with white stars, divided it diagonally.
‘That’s the flag of the Southern Liberation Army,’ Gabrielle said.
A newspaper lay on the table. Mr Doyle read the page. ‘It’s open to an article about the president.’
Gabrielle peered over his shoulder. ‘He’s speaking at the Liberty Theatre in Washington on Saturday night.’
‘Really?’ The detective scanned the article before raising his head to stare into the distance. ‘What a fool I have been. I don’t know how I did not see it earlier.’ 
‘What is it, Ignatius?’ Gabrielle asked.
‘The Chameleon is an assassin,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Why would Charles Ashgrove liberate him from custody if not to assassinate someone? And then, of course, there was the clue of the eagle.’
‘But doesn’t that just refer to the United States?’ Scarlet said.
‘The eagle is also on the presidential seal.’ Mr Doyle clenched his fists. ‘The Chameleon’s mission is to assassinate the president.’



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
The road to Washington was choked with traffic. Visibility was poor due to fog and smoke. Jack sat in the rear of a luxury steamcar driven by an agent of the Secret Service. Unlike the man who had gassed them, this agent had been known to Gabrielle Smith for years. A middle-aged man by the name of Edmund Wilson also joined them. He was Gabrielle’s supervisor.
Gabrielle had gone straight to Mr Wilson after Mr Doyle had revealed his suspicions about the Chameleon and the assassination. Mr Wilson had immediately arranged to transport them to the capital. ‘Is it your first time to the States?’ he now asked the detective.
‘I have been here before,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But not to Washington.’
‘You will probably find our government works a little differently.’
‘If you mean it is slow, inefficient and bureaucratic,’ Mr Doyle smiled, ‘then it will be no surprise at all.’ He produced a piece of cheese covered in blue mould. ‘I think it’s supposed to be that colour,’ he said, popping it in his mouth.
The pollution cleared as they approached the centre of the capital. Jack stared in wonder at the nation’s landmarks. Unlike New York, there were no rules to limit building heights. The original Washington Monument was encased within another duplicate structure stretching almost a mile into the air. Not far from it sat the Buchanan Memorial. The immense statue of the slain president was almost twice as high. It contained the Museum of American History and housed items as famous as the first American steam engine and the Nautilus bathysphere, the first man-made object to journey to the deepest points of the ocean.
Behind the mighty city, as in every metropolis on earth, soared the Washington Metrotower. Ten thousand people lived and worked in the tower.
‘What’s that?’ Jack asked, pointing at a bronze spire. 
‘The Arlington Memorial,’ Gabrielle explained. ‘It was built to remember the victims of the Civil War.’ 
‘Did you have ancestors who fought in the war?’ Jack asked.
‘I did. My grandfather fought for the South.’
‘Really?’ Scarlet said. She seemed to have warmed to the woman since discovering Gabrielle’s reading habits. ‘So old animosities have not divided the entire nation?’
‘The Civil War is history to most of us,’ Gabrielle said. ‘It’s only the radicals that are still living it.’
The steamcar wound through avenues and around other monuments until it reached the White House. Unlike so many other famous buildings, the presidential offices remained unaltered. Jack had read in a guidebook that many suggestions had been made to renovate them, but had been vetoed by successive governments. Even the Capitol Building had been altered so that the old structure was simply a façade leading to an immense dome that housed thousands of workers.
They pulled into a driveway behind the White House and stepped out. It was impressive: three storeys, neoclassical in style and painted—of course—white. Guards were everywhere. Dressed in bronze bulletproof vests and carrying rifles, they surrounded the building. Every window also had a guard, while men were stationed on the roof. Jack felt his heart leap into his throat as he realised the weapons were trained on them.
Scarlet glanced about. ‘I would suggest none of us make any sudden moves.’
‘Like breathing?’ Jack asked.
Gabrielle Smith and Wilson flashed their identification at the door before the five of them were taken into an antechamber and frisked. Everyone, including Mr Doyle, was forced to surrender weapons. He looked sad as he handed over Clarabelle.
‘Shame I didn’t bring Bertha,’ Jack said.
‘I’m certain it’s illegal to carry a concealed spider,’ Scarlet said.
A man with grey hair, blinking as if he did not often see the light of day, came to meet them. He reminded Jack of a librarian, someone who spent most of their time secreted away among books. Mr Wilson introduced him as the Secretary of State, James Jefferson. He led them through the building to the West Wing where they settled around a table in a small office.
‘Your fame has preceded you, Mr Doyle,’ Mr Jefferson said. ‘I understand you assisted one of our more distinguished citizens in recovering a missing ring some years ago.’
Mr Doyle had told Jack and Scarlet about the case. The famous ring, known as the Speckled Band, had belonged to Amelia Emerson, a Washington socialite who had been visiting Britain. The ring was named for the diamonds encrusted into the gold band. It was reputed to have once belonged to Elizabeth I.
‘A small matter,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Not as important as that which brings us here today.’
‘Ah yes.’ The secretary glanced through the file before him. ‘You think the president is in some danger.’ 
‘If assassination can be considered “some danger”, then the answer is yes.’
‘But your evidence appears rather flimsy.’
‘The Chameleon’s breakout was a well-planned manoeuvre carried out by a dedicated individual. He is an assassin. It seems only reasonable that he was broken out in order to kill someone. We believe his target is the president.’
‘And you think Charles Ashgrove is behind this conspiracy?’ Jefferson mused. ‘You realise you’re accusing a respected businessman who has donated vast sums to charity.’
Mr Wilson explained that the Secret Service had been tracking Ashgrove and suspected his involvement in several attacks over the years.
‘Then why hasn’t he been apprehended?’
‘Though we have no evidence, we have long believed him to be a member of the SLA.’
‘Citizens are allowed to belong to the SLA,’ Jefferson pointed out. ‘And most members of the organisation are all talk and no action.’
‘Ashgrove is more than that.’
‘So what are you suggesting?’
‘An attempt will be made on the president at the Liberty Theatre,’ Mr Doyle interrupted. ‘You must cancel the event.’
‘That’s impossible. It was planned months ago. We have visitors attending from all over the globe.’
‘Then delay it, or change venues.’
‘We’re not talking about rearranging a raffle,’ Jefferson said. ‘It’s a major function. And any change would undermine confidence in the president, and by association, the country.’
‘Then what can be done?’
Secretary Jefferson turned to Mr Wilson. ‘What would you suggest?’
‘I’m in favour of following Ignatius’s advice. Barring that, we can increase security. Double it, if required.’
‘I fear that may not be enough,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘The Chameleon is a resourceful assassin, and will probably be successful with the backing of Charles Ashgrove.’
‘But there’s no evidence that Charles Ashgrove is involved,’ Mr Jefferson said. ‘I really don’t think—’ 
‘Mr Ashgrove threatened us,’ Jack interjected. From the moment he arrived at the White House, he had felt small, a child in a world of adults. But he could no longer hold his tongue. ‘He said he would make certain that Mr Doyle, Scarlet and I met with a painful end.’
‘I’ve never known Mr Doyle to be wrong,’ Scarlet added. ‘If he believes the president is in danger, then that is the case. We’re sure the Chameleon had one of Jack’s friends murdered. A boy named Frankie Shore.’
Mr Jefferson sighed. ‘I assure you—all of you—that we will do everything possible to keep the president safe. In fact, you are welcome to attend. I will arrange for accommodation in Washington for you. We will hope for the best and plan for the worst.’ He broke into a smile. ‘At the very least, you’ll see American democracy close at hand.’



CHAPTER NINETEEN 
‘The man is a buffoon,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘I’m amazed anything is achieved at all with such people in public life.’ 
They got ready to attend the theatre. Mr Doyle was dressed in a black tuxedo. His bowtie was neat and straight. His pants were clean and pressed, and at his waist he wore a cummerbund decorated in a traditional design of cogs and wheels.
‘You did everything you could,’ Jack said.
Mr Doyle peered at him. ‘Let me help you with that.’ 
Jack was grateful for the assistance. His outfit, identical to Mr Doyle’s, felt like a straitjacket. The fabric was stiff, like the collar should have been worn by someone doing hard time in jail. Then there was his bowtie. Jigsaw puzzles are easier to solve. 
Mr Doyle straightened the jacket and went to work on the tie. He gave a satisfied grunt. ‘Mr Jack Mason, you are now ready to make your mark on American Society.’ 
Jack examined himself in the mirror and was surprised to see that he looked quite spiffy. The door opened and Jack’s eyes grew wide. Scarlet came in wearing a flowing red dress with buttons down the front, and a green collar that matched her eyes perfectly. Her hair was tied back in a bun. She carried a blue purse.
‘What do you think?’ she asked.
‘Wonderful, my dear,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘Smashing,’ Jack echoed.
Gabrielle Smith arrived a few minutes later. She was similarly attired in a long, slim-fitting yellow dress. A red-rose corsage was pinned to her left shoulder. A gold-and-brass hairpin decorated her hair. She reminded Jack of a Roman statue. He was speechless, his mouth hanging open as if on a hinge.
‘Catching flies?’ Scarlet asked him, and he snapped it shut.
Gabrielle held up a silky handbag. ‘I am carrying my gun, although I know security will force me to leave it at the desk.’
‘I assume I will have to do the same,’ Mr Doyle said. 
A steamcab waited to take them to the Liberty Theatre. It was a short journey, but the roads were busy. The theatre lay at the heart of the city opposite a tree-filled park. Over two hundred years old, the portico was decorated with eight marble columns. Behind it lay a circular building, six storeys in height, made from small red bricks with copper buttresses. There were no windows.
When Jack pointed this out, Gabrielle explained. ‘The theatre is an open-air venue.’
‘What if Ashgrove wants to attack using some sort of airship?’
‘The entire city is patrolled by navy airships. The president would be long gone by the time anything fought its way past.’
Hundreds of people were streaming towards the theatre. This event was one of the highlights of the year. Women were dressed in an array of colours. Many wore corsages. The men, by comparison, were a sea of black suits and tuxedos. Jack had never seen anything like it. 
Marble steps led to a pair of massive brass doors. Unsmiling guards stood alert, surveying the crowd. Joining the mass of people making their way up the steps, Jack turned to see the profile of a large figure behind them. ‘Mr Doyle!’ He grabbed the detective’s sleeve. ‘It’s Ashgrove!’
They stepped into an alcove. Charles Ashgrove glanced around at the same time and saw them. His eyes widened.
‘We meet again,’ he said. ‘How pleasant.’
‘Surprised?’ Mr Doyle said.
‘You have more lives than a cat.’
‘Many more.’ Mr Doyle smiled without humour. ‘So how is it to be done? A bullet? A bomb? The Whip of Fire?’
Ashgrove chuckled. ‘I have no idea what you are talking about. No weapons are allowed inside the building and security has searched the theatre from top to bottom in preparation for the event.’ He focused on Gabrielle. ‘Who is this lovely creature?’
‘Someone who does not wish to know you,’ she said, turning away. Ashgrove laughed and disappeared into the crowd.
Gabrielle drew Mr Doyle, Jack and Scarlet to one side. ‘Any thoughts on how he’ll do it?’
‘I don’t know, my dear,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But Ashgrove will not carry out the killing himself. That will be the Chameleon’s job.’
‘How will we identify him?’ Scarlet peered about. ‘He’s a master of disguise.’
‘He could be any man here,’ Jack said.
‘Or any woman.’
The Chameleon could be dressed as a woman?
Jack peered at a horse-faced woman. She glared back at him.
‘Why is Ashgrove here at all?’ Gabrielle pondered. 
‘To see his handiwork,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Ashgrove is a sadist. He would not miss this for the world.’
They merged with the shuffling crowd and entered the auditorium. As Gabrielle had said, there was no roof. A cover could be unfurled across it during bad weather, but the sky was clear tonight.
The stalls provided seating for over a thousand people. Thousands more could be seated in the galleries. The stage was wedged against the far side of the circular auditorium. Gaslights were everywhere. Despite the number of ushers, many members of the audience continued to mill about in confusion. A face appeared in the crowd.
‘Edmund.’ Mr Doyle greeted the secret service man. ‘We have already seen Charles Ashgrove.’
‘Yes,’ Mr Wilson said. ‘He booked a seat several months ago.’
‘Couldn’t he be stopped from attending?’ Scarlet asked.
‘He hasn’t actually committed any crimes. Or at least, nothing we’ve been able to charge him for.’
It all seemed crazy to Jack. They were expecting to see an attempt made on the life of the president, and the man responsible was calmly sitting in the audience.
‘I’ve been able to find good seats for you,’ Edmund Wilson said. ‘A family had to cancel at the last moment due to illness.’
The seats were excellent, only six rows from the timber podium set into the stage. Mr Doyle sat on the aisle. Security guards were stationed at intervals along the floor beneath the stage.
An orchestra pit was sunk to one side. Jack could hear the players tuning their instruments.
He hoped they wouldn’t play classical music. Scarlet had been trying to get him to appreciate the various composers, but they all sounded identical. Plus there was nothing he could sing to. If these people were so good, why were there no words to their songs? 
Jack gazed around the auditorium. He could not decide whether people appeared innocent or guilty. None of them resembled the Chameleon, but that made no difference. While staring across the sea of seats, Jack caught sight of Charles Ashgrove sitting about ten rows behind them. He gave Jack a mocking grin.
‘I’m certain an attempt is going to be made on the president,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But the question is how? Everyone has been searched upon entry. The skies are patrolled…’ 
The buzz continued until the gaslight dimmed. People scurried for their seats and the rumble of voices diminished. A man appeared from the wings. He strode to the middle of the stage and positioned himself behind the lectern.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Please join me in singing the national anthem.’
The audience rose to its feet. The band struck up and everyone joined in to sing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. Mr Doyle seemed to know the words, but Jack and Scarlet found themselves mumbling. At the conclusion, the man spoke about the president and his contributions to the country.
Mr Doyle leaned over. ‘I must confess to feeling quite helpless,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t see how we could stop an assassination even if we knew how it was going to occur.’
‘Unless it’s a security guard,’ Jack said. ‘They’re all armed.’
Gabrielle Smith was furthest from the aisle. ‘Those men have all been part of the president’s security for years.’
‘How does the Chameleon kill his victims?’ Scarlet asked.
The detective sighed. ‘He has killed people in many ways. Shooting. Bombing. He even…’ Ignatius Doyle’s face froze. The announcer finished his speech and asked the audience to stand again for the president.
‘What is it, Mr Doyle?’ Jack asked.
‘The Chameleon once used an arrow to kill one of his victims.’
‘An arrow?’ Scarlet said. ‘But how…?’
She fell silent, staring at Jack. An arrow did not need a clear line of sight to hit its target. Jack peered at the open sky. An arrow could arc over the top of the building and strike the stage. The park outside the theatre was enormous. It contained hundreds of vehicles. Someone could be lurking in one of them. But could they really hit a target, unseen, from such a distance?
‘Absolutely,’ Mr Doyle answered him. ‘There are crossbows that are extremely accurate. One was developed in Europe recently that was able to fire an arrow almost a third of a mile.’
‘What can we do?’
‘We must stop this event. Immediately.’
The President of the United States stepped onto the stage and the crowd broke into rapturous applause. Mr Doyle moved into the aisle at the same time.
‘Ignatius!’ Gabrielle hissed. ‘What are you doing?’ 
The applause died away and the president started to speak. Guards along the front of the stage turned towards Mr Doyle.
‘The president’s life is in danger!’ the detective yelled. ‘Mr President! You must leave the stage!’
If the president noticed the commotion, he gave no indication. He was a tall man, clean-shaven with a receding hairline. He had a strong jaw and a tired face, as if his years in office had worn him down. Mr Doyle had already started down the aisle, waving his arms. ‘Mr President! Mr President!’
Jack turned to Scarlet. She looked as desperate as he felt. Gabrielle pushed past them as guards converged. One made a grab for Mr Doyle’s lapel, but the detective nimbly flipped him over his shoulder. Two more guards raced over. One dived for his legs as the other threw himself onto his upper body. Mr Doyle used his martial arts to fight them off, but now a new score of guards converged from all directions.
Gabrielle tried to reason with them, but they simply pushed her to the ground. More came running from the rear of the theatre. People yelled out. The president faltered as the commotion attracted his attention.
Mr Doyle twisted about on the ground. ‘Jack! Scarlet! You must…’ 
The detective’s anguished cry tore Jack from his stupor. He pushed Scarlet into the aisle.
‘Create a diversion!’ he whispered. ‘I’ll get to the president!’
Scarlet rushed into the aisle and flapped her hands about, uncertainly. Then she punched the air, jumping onto a seat.
‘Women’s rights!’ she yelled. ‘Give women the vote! Give women the vote! Give women…’ 
Jack scrambled past the struggling bodies of Mr Doyle and Gabrielle. ‘Mr President!’ he screamed. ‘Get off the stage!’
The president moved back from the podium. The guards starting up the aisle were only a few feet away from Jack, so he used his momentum to jump into a row of seats. His foot landed squarely in a gentleman’s lap. The man cried out. Jack then stepped onto the headrest of the next seat and leapt, executing a perfect handstand, and back-flipped onto the floor before the stage.
More people screamed. Security guards drew weapons and yelled orders to freeze! A burly bodyguard lunged at Jack. ‘Get back!’ Jack waved his arms. ‘Move!’ 
The president stepped to one side, more from instinct than anything else, as an arrow tore past him and slammed into the podium.



CHAPTER TWENTY 
The crowd were now on their feet, shrieking in panic. A shot rang out. A guard racing across the stage pulled his weapon and discharged it by accident. Other security guards dragged the president off the stage. A man crashed into Jack and sent him flying. He rolled and crawled under the first row of chairs. The man clawed at his legs, but Jack kicked out again.
Struggling to his feet, Jack saw a woman trip onto a guard. Someone fell on her. People pushed and shoved and screamed. Another gunshot rang out. Jack tried to spot Mr Doyle, but it was impossible. Everyone was rushing for the exits. It was mayhem.
Jack caught a glimpse of Charles Ashgrove. The man glared at the stage as he was carried away by the flow of people. Climbing across chairs, Jack made his way to the back of the theatre. Glancing over his shoulder, he caught sight of Scarlet’s red hair. She had not been arrested, thank goodness, but she was still jammed in the crowd.
Closer to the foyer, the situation was worse. A man fell on the stairs and was swiftly trampled. Someone yelled out ‘Fire!’ Level-headed individuals called for calm, but their cries went unheeded in the melee. Another person vomited. A man started punching randomly at people. The elderly lady next to Jack stumbled and half fell, while a man behind them shoved her to one side, his eyes wild like those of a horse trying to flee a burning barn.
‘Stop!’ Jack yelled. ‘Stop!’
The man ignored him, so Jack drew his fist back and hit him as hard as he could in the nose. It had no effect; the stranger kept shoving. Jack turned his efforts to the dazed woman, supporting her under one arm as the mob continued to surge. Billowing smoke now choked the air. Shoes and umbrellas and purses and hats lay everywhere on the ground. Jack half stumbled, but somehow stayed upright. The elite of Washington society in their tuxedos and gowns were being crushed in the stampede.
The doors grew closer with every second. Jack held the woman tight. ‘We’re almost out,’ he told her. ‘Hold on.’
Then, with a final excruciating squeeze, they were outside. A blast of fresh air hit Jack. Around him people cried with relief. Others urged people to continue on into the park. Some clear-thinking individuals began dragging the injured clear. Sirens cut the night. Ambulances arrived. More and more people yelled that the building was on fire. There was smoke everywhere.
Jack hoped that Mr Doyle and the others were unhurt. He held the woman in his arms until a man appeared. ‘Mother! Mother! Are you all right?’
She stirred. ‘Daniel? Is that you?’ Her shaking hand pointed at Jack. ‘This young man helped me…saved me…’ 
‘Thank you so much.’ Tears filled Daniel’s eyes. ‘We became separated in the crowd.’
As Jack eased the lady into her son’s arms, he scanned the crowd. A figure was moving away at great speed. There was no mistaking the physique. Charles Ashgrove. Jack wished Daniel and his mother well and hurried across the lawn.
Someone grasped his arm.
‘Jack!’
‘Scarlet!’
She was dishevelled, her face a lather of sweat and hair a ragged mess, but she was otherwise unhurt. ‘Have you seen Mr Doyle?’ she asked.
‘No.’
‘I don’t think he was caught in the crush, but he may be under arrest.’
Jack pointed out Ashgrove to her. ‘He’s probably meeting with the Chameleon!’
Ashgrove ran towards a waiting steamcar. Jack and Scarlet had almost reached it when it started to move. 
‘We should wait,’ Scarlet said, putting a hand on his arm.
‘For what?’ Jack said. ‘It might be hours before they release Mr Doyle, and then Ashgrove will be long gone.’ 
Scarlet pursed her lips, undecided. ‘All right,’ she finally said. ‘But how will we keep up?’
Men, women and children were spread out all over the street, impeding the steamcar, but within a few minutes it would be out of sight. Scarlet pointed at a wall and a pair of bicycles leaning against it.
‘Can you ride?’ Jack asked.
‘Are you joking? I’m a modern woman.’
They raced over to the bikes, jumped on and began pedalling. Scarlet almost crashed into a wall on account of her dress, but then got going again. Jack ripped off his tie and collar. There, he thought. At least now I can breathe!
The streets were dark, illuminated only by intermittent gas lamps. Ashgrove’s car turned left and accelerated. Jack and Scarlet followed. Jack had not ridden a bike for some time and was already feeling the strain. If they lost sight of the steamcar, they wouldn’t find it again. Turning towards the Potomac River, it came to a stop.
Jack pulled in behind a tree, dripping sweat. Scarlet came to an untidy halt behind him. Puffing, they clung to the tree and tried to remain quiet as Ashgrove stepped out of the vehicle. It took off and disappeared around the corner.
A thin strip of parkland bordered the river. The trees within it cast pools of deep shadow. Everything was strangely quiet after the panic at the theatre. Jack peered back at the riverside, his eyes growing accustomed to the gloom. Ashgrove marched across the park with Jack and Scarlet tiptoeing after him.
Scarlet grabbed Jack’s arm and motioned with her hand. Where’s he going?
Jack shrugged.
Ashgrove slowed near the riverbank. At the same time, a figure broke from the shadows. Jack watched as Ashgrove drew back a fist…and slammed the newcomer in the face! Ashgrove started berating the other person, but Jack could not make out the words.
A sound came from the river. Against the darkness Jack saw a shape moving towards the small dock. A riverboat, some kind of paddle steamer, but with its lights out. In the dark it resembled a ghost ship.
The two men strode up the dock to a gangway and boarded the boat. A light flared as one lit a cigarette, and now Jack recognised the man that Ashgrove had met in the park.
It was the Chameleon.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
‘It’s him,’ Scarlet hissed. ‘The Chameleon.’
‘I know.’
‘We need to catch him.’
‘You do that,’ Jack advised. ‘I’ll wait here.’
She fumed. ‘I’m just saying…’ 
The men spoke for a while before rounding the deck and disappearing. Jack stood under the tree, seething. They needed to capture the Chameleon, but how? He was the world’s most dangerous assassin. They needed to get a message to Mr Doyle.
A sound came from the road. A boy was riding a bike in their direction. Jack dragged Scarlet towards the gaslit roadway.
‘Wait!’ he called as loudly as he dared. ‘Stop!’
The boy was about thirteen, with curly brown hair and a cheeky face. Dressed in rags and wearing no shoes, he skidded to an untidy halt under a lamp.
‘What is it? I ain’t done nothin’ to you.’
‘We need your help.’
The boy looked at them curiously. ‘Where’re you from?’
‘London,’ Jack said. ‘We have to get a message delivered to someone.’
‘Yeah? And what do I get?’
Jack wished he was wearing his green coat. There was money in one of the pockets. Reaching into his suit, he pulled out The Adventure of the Grinning Glockenspiel.
‘No!’ Scarlet snapped. She pulled her blue purse from the neckline of her dress and produced a dollar that Mr Doyle had given her for spending money.
‘Do you know where the Liberty Theatre is?’ she asked.
‘Sure. Everyone does.’
‘We’re giving you this dollar.’ She handed it to the boy, whose eyes lit up with excitement. ‘The man you deliver my message to will give you another.’
Scarlet concisely dictated a message about how the Chameleon had met Ashgrove on the boat. She said they would wait for Mr Doyle until he arrived.
‘What’s your name?’ Jack asked.
‘Jimmy.’
‘Jimmy,’ he said. ‘It’s vital that this message gets delivered. It has to do with…national security.’
It was a phrase that he had heard Edmund Wilson use at the White House. The boy’s eyes widened. ‘You mean like spying ’n stuff?’ he said. ‘Wow!’
Scarlet repeated her instructions and Jimmy pedalled off. Taking refuge under a tree, Jack hoped the boy would not simply pocket the money.
‘We must find out what they’re planning,’ Scarlet said. ‘The Chameleon will escape if the ship leaves.’
Jack’s face creased with concentration.
‘What are you doing?’ Scarlet asked.
‘I’m trying to read his mind. It’s not working.’
‘You’re being silly. We need to go on board and eavesdrop.’
‘That’s what I like about you, Scarlet. You’re always so careful, never racing into danger.’
‘We might lose him forever if Mr Doyle doesn’t turn up in time. Can we risk that?’
Jack sighed as they broke from cover. They raced across the park to the foot of the gangway. There was no sign of movement on the ship.
They crept aboard, and the deck creaked underfoot as they merged with the shadows. A murmur of voices came from the bow. Jack signalled Scarlet to follow as he sidled towards an ajar door. Jack pushed the door open, slid through and edged down the hallway. He held up his hand to Scarlet.
Wait. 
The voices grew louder, coming from a nearby cabin. 
‘…missed by inches,’ Charles Ashgrove said. ‘If you had fired earlier we would have been celebrating the death of the tyrant.’
‘There will be other opportunities.’
Jack tiptoed closer. He was uncertain who was in the cabin, but he would have bet his last dollar—if he had one—that one of them was the Chameleon.
‘The security surrounding the president will be increased tenfold.’ Ashgrove paused. ‘The time has come for us to move to stage two.’
‘The Whip of Fire?’
‘The device is not yet ready, but Slate can be persuaded. I told him what happened to that Frankie Shore.’ 
Jack’s blood ran cold. This explained why Ashgrove killed Frankie and also tried to kill his family: Frankie must have overheard Ashgrove’s plans. It sounded like Olinka Slate was working with Charles Ashgrove, but under duress.
‘The prototype is ready for a demonstration,’ Ashgrove continued. ‘Slate believes the weapon can be made a hundred times more powerful once it’s calibrated to the rock.’
‘But is the rock safe?’
‘It is dangerous,’ Ashgrove said. ‘The rock has a hypnotic effect if one stares at it too long.’ He paused. ‘I made the mistake of looking at it and was almost lost.’ 
‘Lost?’
‘I can’t explain it. Anyway, that’s not important. We will be unstoppable with Slate’s device.’
‘But a hundredfold increase could—’ 
‘Destroy Washington? Absolutely.’ Ashgrove laughed. ‘It’s only a matter of time before the South is free.’
‘When are we meeting the Swordfish?’
‘In a few hours. We had better move, otherwise we’ll miss the rendezvous.’
Jack heard them rise. He scurried back down the hall, grabbing Scarlet’s arm, ready to race to the gangway. They turned to see a shadowy figure make its way towards them. Scarlet dragged Jack to the stern as Charles Ashgrove’s voice reverberated across the deck. ‘Take us out, Captain.’
‘I thought I saw someone back here.’
‘It’s only us,’ Ashgrove said. ‘Come along—we’ve no time to waste.’
Jack and Scarlet exchanged glances.
‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ he whispered.
‘You want to fight off twenty men?’ Scarlet said.
The ship came to life with the sound of crew moving about, vibrating as the engine stirred. The gangway scraped as it was withdrawn. The great paddles started to turn. Bazookas, Jack thought. We’re trapped. 
The paddles rotated and the vessel pulled away from the dock. Jack peered around the corner and saw no-one on the deck.
‘We’ll jump into the water,’ he suggested. ‘And swim back to shore.’
‘Are you mad?’ Scarlet asked. ‘We won’t stand a chance if they see us and start shooting.’
The dock grew smaller and finally disappeared as the ship turned a bend. Jack seethed. Mr Doyle would arrive and find the ship gone. Then what? How would he ever find them?
Scarlet grabbed his arm. ‘Come this way.’
They crept across the back of the paddle steamer until they found a deep shadow to take refuge in. Jack told Scarlet everything he had heard. There was nothing more to be done after that. They crouched low, watching the darkened water as the ship moved as silently as a thief in the night.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Jack settled into the corner with Scarlet. ‘We’ll get off when the ship stops,’ he said.
‘I pray that isn’t the North Pole. I’m not dressed for it.’
They were still wearing their evening attire. The rumble of the ship began to make Jack’s eyes heavy. He shook his head a few times. Scarlet was already asleep. I must stay awake, he thought.
The next thing Jack knew was that someone was digging him in the ribs. He opened his mouth to complain, but Scarlet silenced him with a hand across his mouth. 
The sound of the paddles had faded. The engine had stopped. The boat was motionless. ‘I can’t see any houses,’ Scarlet whispered. ‘We’re out in the country somewhere.’
‘How long were we asleep?’
‘About three hours.’
They must have travelled several miles in that time. Where were they? And why had they stopped?
Voices came from the bow. Jack crept to the port side to see what was happening. Men hung over the railing, smoking cigarettes. A torch flashed, breaking through the gloom.
A signal came back from a spot in the water. Now Jack realised that a small dark shape lay in the middle of the river. A boat was lowered, a rope ladder thrown to it and people climbed in.
A distant sound broke the silent night: the drone of an engine. Jack stared back downriver. In the distance he saw the nightglow of Washington. Then a shape—as dark and large as the steamer—appeared in the bend of the river.
‘It’s another ship!’ Scarlet hissed.
It was approaching—and fast. At the same instant, a battery of lights came on all over the vessel. A siren rang out, and frenzied cries erupted across the riverboat. The appearance of the new ship had caused a panic.
‘Who the hell are you?’
Jack and Scarlet spun around to see a swarthy man with tattoos.
‘Uh,’ Jack said, ‘is this the Swansea ferry?’
He drew a fist back and threw a punch at the man’s chin. The man grunted, tipped, and hit the deck. Another voice boomed from the oncoming vessel.
‘Attention unidentified vessel! This is the United States Navy!’
Jack turned to run, but the tattooed man’s leg swept under his foot, sending him flying.
‘Help!’ he yelled. ‘Help!’
But the navy vessel was still too far away. Then the man was upon him, looping an arm around his neck. Scarlet ran at the assailant and jumped on his back, but she was shrugged off in an instant. The man lifted Jack, tightening his grip. Jack could feel the life being choked out of him.
‘You’re coming with us,’ the man growled.
Jack pushed backwards as Scarlet knelt behind the man’s legs, tripping them over. There was a satisfying crack as Jack’s head collided with the man’s nose. The assailant’s hands flew to his broken nose. Scarlet dragged Jack free.
As they staggered to the rear of the steamer, the navy ship fired. A whistle cut the air.
‘Get down!’ Jack yelled.
Ka-boom!
The bridge of Ashgrove’s ship exploded. Timber scattered like confetti across the water.
‘They’re shooting at us!’ Scarlet yelled, outraged. 
‘Really? I hadn’t noticed.’
Jack glanced back but the tattooed man had lumbered away from them. Another rowboat was dropped into the water and the remaining occupants of the ship leapt into it. The boat was illuminated by the light of the naval ship, and Jack could make out a lozenge-shaped tower and a periscope. That must be the Swordfish, he realised. It’s a submersible. 
These ships could stay underwater for hours at a time. They had become more common since the Great War. Someone was even building an underwater city off the coast of Japan.
‘Let’s get out of here,’ Jack said.
‘Into that water?’ Scarlet peered doubtfully at the cold river.
‘It’s not so bad.’
‘How do you know?’
He grabbed her and pulled her towards the railing. Another explosion came from the navy ship as they tumbled into the river.
Jack disappeared beneath the icy waves, losing hold of Scarlet. The cold was bone-numbing, the water black and bottomless. Jack searched for the surface, glimpsing the shimmering shape of Ashgrove’s ship on fire. A second cannonball struck. Pieces of metal and timber whistled in all directions.
He swam towards the oncoming ship, Scarlet behind him. It was not easy in their evening wear. He glanced back at Ashgrove’s vessel. The second rowboat raced to the sub. A metallic thud rang out and the Swordfish began to submerge.
Men cried out in fury. A wave slammed into Jack, and pulled him under the churning water. He let go of Scarlet. When he came to the surface, he heard screams and a crack of rifles.
‘Help!’ Scarlet yelled. ‘Over here! We need your assistance!’
The girl continued to yell. Jack got a mouthful of water and choked. The naval ship had passed by them, but now Jack saw a small dinghy launch from it. A team of men rowed towards them and a flickering light shone in their faces.
‘Get your hands up!’ a voice snarled.
‘We’re not with them! I’m Jack Mason and this—’ 
‘Shut up!’
A pair of hands grabbed Jack. He was unceremoniously hoisted from the water and thrown into the base of the small craft. Jack heard Scarlet try to speak sense to the men, but they ignored her. Someone kicked him in the stomach.
Jack’s hands were cuffed behind his back and a sack pulled over his head. He felt strong hands grip his arms and the dinghy take off again. He tried to yell out, but he could not suck air into his lungs. He hoped Scarlet was all right. Feet flailing beneath him, Jack was dragged onto the navy ship and down a flight of stairs, and pushed to the floor. The bag was pulled off his head. Light blinded him.
A man’s face appeared. ‘You’re going to start talking, or you’ll be sorry you were ever born.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
‘Stop!’ a woman’s voice cried out. ‘That’s Jack Mason!’ 
Jack blinked. He was in a small cabin on board the ship, surrounded by a group of men. They drew back, and then Gabrielle Smith was at his side. She snapped orders and the handcuffs were removed.
‘Your captain will be sorry for this!’ Gabrielle hissed. 
‘We were only following orders, ma’am,’ one man said, an ugly smile crossing his face. ‘And Captain Clarke doesn’t listen to women!’
‘Well, he’s going to start!’ She grabbed Jack’s arm and dragged him into the corridor. ‘Are you all right, Jack?’
‘Mmm.’
He felt ill; he had hit his head on the steamer and swallowed several mouthfuls of the Potomac. ‘They picked up Scarlet as well,’ he mumbled. ‘I don’t know where she is.’
‘We have her already,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Mr Doyle is seeing to her.’
‘Jack!’ Mr Doyle’s voice rang out. ‘Thank God!’
The detective appeared in the corridor and threw his arms around Jack. Gabrielle took them back to the cabin where Scarlet was already perched, white-faced and shivering. Her clothes, so magnificent a few hours before, were now ruined. Gabrielle rustled up blankets and wrapped them around their shoulders, while Mr Doyle handed them each mugs of hot tea.
This is getting to be a habit, Jack thought. How many times have we turned into drowned rats?
‘Some cocoa is on the way,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But swallow this first.’
‘How did you find us?’ Scarlet asked.
‘We received your message,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Gabrielle informed her Secret Service colleagues and we raced to your location.’
‘But the ship was already gone,’ Jack pointed out. 
‘As we discovered. Two navy ships were called in. One headed downstream, but this vessel—the Monitor—went up the river. Gabrielle and I boarded it as we suspected Ashgrove would be heading in this direction.’
‘The captain was told to stop Ashgrove’s ship.’ Gabrielle was furious. ‘But he opened fire when they didn’t surrender!’
‘We noticed,’ Scarlet muttered.
Jack felt incredibly tired, but he passed on what they had heard on board Ashgrove’s ship.
‘So it sounds like Olinka Slate is a prisoner,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘And being forced to develop a weapon.’
‘The Whip of Fire,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘A prototype has been developed, but it is not finished.’
There was a knock and Edmund Wilson entered. His face brightened when he saw Jack and Scarlet. ‘We’ve apprehended several of Ashgrove’s men,’ he announced. ‘They’re not talking, and they’ve called for their lawyers. We believe Ashgrove escaped in a submersible.’
‘He did!’ Scarlet said. ‘And he had the Chameleon with him!’
‘This is the first time we’ve had an eyewitness confirm a link between Ashgrove and the Chameleon,’ Wilson said gravely. ‘It’s not enough evidence to arrest him, but we can order warrants to search his homes.’
‘How many properties does he have?’
‘Quite a few.’ Edmund Wilson shook his head. ‘It’s a shame he escaped. First the disaster at the theatre, now Ashgrove getting away.’
‘Disaster?’ Jack asked.
Mr Doyle grasped his shoulder. ‘We saved the president,’ he said. ‘But in all the panic a number of people were crushed to death.’
‘No!’ Scarlet was horrified.
‘And the theatre burned completely to the ground.’ 
Jack reeled, his eyes going starry. The next thing he knew he was lying in a bunk bed and Mr Doyle was watching him with concern. Jack closed his eyes again, and when he next opened them he was alone. Sunlight streamed through the window, and he could make out the gentle paddle of the ship’s engine. The door edged open and Mr Doyle’s face appeared.
‘My boy,’ he said. ‘How do you feel?’
‘Fine.’ Jack looked about in confusion. ‘What happened?’
‘You passed out. It’s morning.’
‘And Scarlet?’
‘Perfectly well.’ Mr Doyle smiled. ‘You have both been through a lot.’
‘Where are we now?’
‘Are you well enough to talk?’
‘Absolutely.’ Jack swung his legs out of the bed. ‘What’s happening?’
‘Bertha is still at the hotel. I left instructions for the bellboy to feed and water her twice a day. We are further upriver,’ Mr Doyle continued. ‘Making our way to a town where we will meet with an armoured division.’ 
‘It sounds like we’re going to war.’
‘In a way, we are. Gabrielle and Edmund have located a property owned by Ashgrove not far from here. They think he may have taken refuge there.’
‘And they’re going to attack it?’
‘They’re taking no chances after the attempt on the president.’
Mr Doyle took Jack to the Monitor’s galley. Scarlet sat at one of the tables. She had eaten, but stayed while Jack polished off a hearty breakfast of bacon and eggs. Gabrielle joined them.
‘I’ve spoken to Edmund about Captain Clarke,’ she said, scowling, ‘but there isn’t much we can do. The Secret Service has little pull when it comes to the operations of the navy.’
‘That’s unfortunate,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Jack and Scarlet could have been killed.’
As the engine changed pitch, the four of them joined Mr Wilson on deck. The Monitor pulled in to a town where an armoured steamcar was waiting. They climbed into the back, which was little more than a large metal box held together with plates and rivets. At the top was a turret with a man at a machine gun. The front was circular, with glass and mesh protecting the driver.
‘What an amazing vehicle,’ Jack said.
‘We had similar in the war,’ Mr Doyle said.
Jack remembered how Mr Doyle’s son had been killed in battle. The detective still grieved for his lost boy, and Jack had learned to remain silent whenever the conflict was mentioned.
The vehicle bounced along for what seemed like hours. There were no windows, and Jack found himself growing sick. He was glad when it came to a halt and he could step out into the fresh air.
They had stopped on a hill surrounded by several companies of armoured steam tanks. Long cannons poked out from the front, a turret crested the top and a squat chimney, trailing black smoke, was at the back. 
A stately house nestled in a valley. It was similar to Ashgrove’s other American home, only smaller. A barn and a few elms were dotted about the property, which was surrounded by open fields. The hills were thick with trees, except the opposite hill, which was clear. Armoured companies waited on the ridge.
Edmund Wilson strode up to them. ‘There you are,’ he said. ‘You’re just in time to see the action begin.’
‘You’re not going to negotiate with him?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘We already sent a man with a white flag to ask for his surrender.’
‘And?’
‘He laughed and sent him away.’
‘What now?’
‘We are waiting for sunset before we move in.’ Mr Wilson hurried away to speak to one of the military men.
‘He makes it sound so easy,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘You don’t think it will be?’ Gabrielle asked.
‘War never is.’
Jack and Scarlet wandered around the various military vehicles. It was fascinating examining such complex war machines up close. But they were careful not to stray too far from the top of the hill. Jack found it hard to believe that Charles Ashgrove was going to sit and wait for the army to attack.
‘What’s he doing down there?’ Jack asked.
‘He might be regretting his actions,’ Scarlet said. ‘Maybe he realises just how many years he will spend in jail for trying to assassinate the president.’
‘I hope so.’
All afternoon, army men conveyed coal and other supplies to the makeshift camp. Others stoked the boilers of the tanks; they were ready in case Ashgrove tried to escape. Jack and Scarlet asked Mr Doyle what they thought would happen.
‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘I think Ashgrove would have already tried to sneak away if that was his intention.’
‘Maybe he’s waiting for nightfall,’ Scarlet said, ‘so he can escape under cover of darkness.’
‘Possibly, though he won’t get far. He is surrounded on all sides.’
‘The Americans are ready for battle,’ Jack said. ‘There must be fifty tanks waiting to attack.’
Scarlet peered at the military hardware. ‘It seems a lot just to capture Charles Ashgrove and his men.’
‘One of those men is the Chameleon,’ Mr Doyle pointed out. ‘Mr Wilson and his army companions want to leave nothing to chance.’
Jack remembered Ashgrove’s audacious scheme to dig under Colchester Prison to break out the Chameleon. He mentioned it to Mr Doyle.
The detective commended him on his thinking. ‘I told Edmund. He had his men search all the fields surrounding the property. They have not been able to discover a tunnel. Besides,’ he added, ‘you can see Ashgrove from here.’
‘What?’
Ignatius Doyle gave a small smile. ‘He’s sitting in the upstairs parlour, drinking tea.’
Jack’s eyes bulged.
‘It’s true. Take a look.’
Jack and Scarlet pulled out their goggles and gazed at the mansion, where Ashgrove was indeed seated upstairs near a window. He was holding a cigar, talking to someone.
‘That’s incredible,’ Scarlet said.
‘Rather too incredible, I’m afraid,’ Mr Doyle said. 
‘What do you mean, Mr Doyle?’
‘Ashgrove is not the sort of man to sit by and wait to be captured. He has a plan up his sleeve. He may have Mr Slate’s prototype weapon, but it’s hard to believe it could do much against several companies of armoured tanks.’
By the time the sun crested the horizon, many soldiers were returning to their vehicles, and signalmen were arranging themselves at strategic points across the valley, each with a number of flags to coordinate the assault.
Gabrielle was talking with Mr Wilson and another man who had been pointed out to them as General Stevens. He was a thin fellow with silver hair that fell to his shoulders. Scarlet, however, was focused on Gabrielle Smith. ‘She’s quite a woman,’ she said. ‘Someone to be admired.’
‘Admired?’ Jack thought Scarlet had lost her mind. ‘Are you joking?’
‘Not at all.’
‘But you were mean to her.’
‘I was mean to you!’
‘Me?’
‘The way you go all goo-goo over every pretty girl who comes along.’ Scarlet rolled her eyes. ‘It’s like watching a magnet being attracted to a lump of iron.’ 
‘What?’ Jack couldn’t believe he was being compared to a magnet. Or was he the lump of iron? ‘That’s silly.’ 
‘It’s not silly. Your face goes floppy and you have that funny grin. And then your eyes pop out.’
‘You make me sound like I go strange in the head!’ 
‘You do go strange in the head!’
‘Well, you seem to think that boys should be like Wobbly Dooalot!’
‘How on earth can anyone’s name be Wobbly? Who would ever name their child after a bowl of jelly? You know his name is Wilbur! Wilbur Dusseldorf!’
Jack stared at her, mystified. ‘Are you telling me that Buckley Boobyhatch’s boyfriend’s name is Wilbur?’ 
‘Buckley…?’ Scarlet stomped her feet. ‘It’s Brinkie Buckeridge! Sometimes I think you say these things to annoy me!’
She marched off in a huff, refusing to speak to him for an hour. She only returned as night fell and General Stevens readied his forces. The house in the valley now lay in darkness. What Ashgrove was doing was anyone’s guess.
General Stevens barked an order and the tank’s engines chugged to life. He called another command and they started down the hills, reached the flat of the valley and charged ahead at full pace.
The first stars were in the sky. The air was cool. Jack saw a bird land in a tree. It was a small brown thing. A sparrow. He wondered how it would react to the coming fight.
The door of the barn eased open as if by magic. Jack and the others pressed their goggles to their eyes. Something moved about in the gloom. Something large. 
‘Can you see anything?’ Scarlet asked.
No-one answered. From the barn trundled out some kind of armoured car, about half the size of the tanks. A smooth copper-coloured dome sat at the top. Rising from it was a slender metal pole.
‘What is it?’ Jack asked.
‘Mr Slate’s weapon, I assume,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘I believe we will now see it in action.’
One of the tanks fired a cannonball. It whistled across the field, slamming into the barn, which exploded in all directions. At first it seemed that Ashgrove’s car would not respond, but then Jack felt his hair stand on end.
What on earth?
Electricity filled the air. A smell of ozone, like chlorine, choked Jack’s nostrils. The taste of bleach clogged his throat. His eyeballs went dry as the hairs on his arms now rose, as did stray strands of Scarlet’s hair, lifting like gossamer web.
A spine-cracking sound, like the scraping of fingernails across a blackboard, reverberated around the valley. A dull thud, like the first signs of a headache, pulsed at the back of Jack’s skull.
Scarlet grabbed his arm and pointed. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘The sky.’
It was a baffling sight. A haze appeared high above them. The stars dimmed as the mist thickened. In the distance, the sky was clear, but the valley grew cloudy as if a storm was on its way.
General Stevens barked more orders. Tanks attacked, cannonballs striking the mansion and demolishing it in seconds while others made a direct hit on the domed car—except they did no damage. It gave a brief blue glow as the cannonballs bounced off, protected by some sort of invisible shield.
‘Good Lord,’ Mr Doyle said.
Lightning flashed, dancing underneath the clouds like a skater moving across a frozen pond. A low rumble shook the valley, but it did not die out. It subsided to a hum, like a nerve-jangling chord played on a church organ.
The tanks were close now. They were firing without pause, but every cannonball was deflected. Lightning crackled across the sky, but it was unlike any lightning Jack had seen. Tinged with purple, the centre of each bolt was pure alabaster white. It was painful to look at. Instead of dissipating, the lightning gathered in a mighty coiling action and was dragged downwards. Towards Ashgrove’s car!
It struck the antenna, turning it lava red, curling about in a broad, rotating spiral like a lasso.
How was such a thing possible?
‘Bazookas,’ Jack said.
‘The Whip of Fire!’ Scarlet said.
‘I believe you are correct,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘I only pray—’ 
Whatever Mr Doyle was about to say was lost in the almighty crack of thunder that split the valley. A shockwave threw them to the ground. Jack cowered, his hands pushed against his ears. He wanted to run, but it was impossible to draw his eyes from Ashgrove’s tank. The Whip of Fire spun around in the air, moving like a snake, glowing red in the darkness.
Then it attacked again, lashing towards a row of the oncoming tanks. But it struck the ground before them, carving a deep channel in the earth and throwing up dirt like some sort of enormous digging machine.
When it rose again, it struck the first tank.
Ka–boom!
The shattered machine flew into the air and landed in a stand of trees. The Whip of Fire fractured into a crimson spider web of electricity, destroying everything it touched. Holes were gouged in the ground, tanks thrown about like toys, trees reduced to smouldering stumps.
Scarlet cried out. Jack covered his eyes. Even Mr Doyle fell back in horror. The tanks had men inside them. Now both had been ripped apart by the terrible weapon. General Stevens desperately shouted orders to retreat. A few tanks started to turn.
The Whip of Fire reformed into a single strand of wavering electricity, swinging about again. It rose higher and began to race up the hill. Towards them!
‘Run!’
Jack sprinted. There was no time to coordinate a plan. The mighty electrical whip careered up the hill. A nearby patch of ground exploded, sending Jack catapulting into the air.
His head struck the ground, but he remained conscious. As if he was outside his body, watching the devastation without comprehension, he felt no fear. No anger. No emotion at all.
I must be in shock, he thought. And I have dirt in my mouth. 
He had been with some other people, but he couldn’t remember their names. There was a girl. A pretty girl. An older man. And a circus. He and his parents were acrobats. It was all muddled. Someone had a terrible weapon. Then there was a boy dying on a floor. A strange apartment filled with furniture and experiments and odd collections… 
Jack slapped his face. Still not able to tell up from down, he felt himself falling. He watched the darkened sky dance with electricity.
Rain fell. Like a bubble rising from the bottom of a lake, Jack reached the surface and began to make sense of the carnage around him. The Whip of Fire was still carving its way across the valley. A terrible fear erupted within Jack’s chest. He got to his feet. He had to get away. He ran. Fell again. Scrambled to his feet. Stumbled about like a blind person. Minutes or hours passed; he couldn’t tell. He saw a boulder and crouched behind it. 
Hide, he thought. Stay safe. 
He felt like a small child as he peered over the top of the boulder at the enormous arc of electricity. Now he knew. Now he understood. He had seen the Whip of Fire in all its lethal terror.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
At last the attack ended.
The Whip of Fire evaporated, growing smaller until the only colour from the tank was the fiery-red antenna. Then this faded to nothing. Rain poured onto the broken field. Pieces of machinery, injured and dying men, ploughed dirt, uprooted trees and smouldering timber lay all around. Someone laughed distantly, crazily, but it ended in sobbing. A piece of artillery equipment exploded. A tree ignited before being doused by the downpour.
Jack peered at his hands. They were covered in dirt and muck. A deep scratch ran along one arm. His senses returned and, with them, a feeling of shame. He had acted like a frightened deer. Certainly Mr Doyle never would have behaved in such a manner.
Mr Doyle and Scarlet and Gabrielle!
Were they alive?
He had to find them. They could be injured. Or dying. Or… They may have been killed in the attack. Anyone could have been annihilated by the roaming Whip of Fire, even someone with Mr Doyle’s skills and intelligence. 
Jack stumbled across the devastated ground. Rain trickled into his eyes. A rumble of thunder shook the air. The lightning had stopped; the only glow came from the burning debris. He was in a valley, but he may as well have been walking on the moon. He had no idea where he was.
Something exploded and he instinctively ducked. Jack roamed for hours, trying to find his way, but the rain was already putting the fires out. The air smelt of iron and burnt flesh. Total darkness began to drown the valley.
He tripped over something and fell. Reaching backwards, he felt what seemed to be someone’s body. His hand came away sticky.
‘Jack!’
The whisper came from his left.
‘Scarlet?’
From behind a rocky outcrop, she ran and fell into his arms. ‘Thank God you’re all right.’ She drew away. ‘Have you seen Mr Doyle? Or Gabrielle?’
‘We got separated. Are you injured?’
‘No, I’m fine.’
‘Was that…electricity?’
‘I think so. Obviously Mr Slate has worked out some way to harness its power.’
A shape moved in the darkness. ‘Jack? Scarlet?’
‘Gabrielle?’
The Secret Service agent lurched out of the gloom towards them. Gabrielle had a bloody graze on her forehead. She thought the general and his commanders may have been killed. She had not seen Mr Doyle.
The sound of an engine came from somewhere. They scrambled for cover behind some rocks, but a light broke through the gloom from above, catching them in its glare. An airship flew over.
‘Run!’ Jack yelled.
But it was too late. Shots rang out. They dived to the ground. An enormous square box was lowered to the earth from the airship. Men poured from it. A rumbling came from behind them—Ashgrove’s armoured car. The top flipped open and Ashgrove appeared.
‘Seize them!’ He pointed towards Jack and the girls. ‘Don’t let them get away!’
Jack, Gabrielle and Scarlet tried to run, but they only managed a few feet before they were apprehended. They were dragged towards the box, where their hands were secured with rope. Gabrielle put up a struggle, knocking one of the men unconscious. Another clubbed her across the head and she went limp. They were then taken inside. 
The tank drove into the box. The door slammed shut. The interior was braced with iron joists. There were no windows inside, and it was dimly lit by gaslight. Ashgrove’s thugs crammed the room. They were a ramshackle bunch, but well armed.
A man said something into a speaking tube, and an instant later Jack felt the box sway as it lifted into the air. Charles Ashgrove climbed from the tank, a jubilant expression on his face.
He laughed when he saw Jack and the others. ‘I thought it was you out there! Mr Doyle’s friends! What a night it has been!’
‘You’re a murderer!’ Jack said. ‘You will go to jail for what you’ve done!’
‘Really, boy?’ Ashgrove’s face darkened. ‘You obviously don’t know who is in charge.’
He stepped forward and slammed a fist into Jack’s stomach. Scarlet cried out, and Ashgrove grabbed her collar and pulled her face close to his.
‘You impudent British dogs! I told Doyle I would make you suffer and die!’
‘Mr Doyle will stop you!’ she gasped.
Ashgrove pushed her to the ground. ‘Soon it will be too late for him—or anyone else—to oppose me.’ He turned to his men. ‘Have we completed the locking procedure?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Put these three into a cell!’ Ashgrove said. ‘I have something special planned for them.’
Gabrielle was still unconscious. The men dragged the three of them to a door at the end of the box. It opened to a long corridor. They were taken down it and thrown into a cell.
There was not a part of Jack’s body that did not ache, but he managed to ease himself across the floor to Gabrielle and take her pulse. She was breathing.
‘Is she all right?’ Scarlet asked.
‘She’s alive, but that was another nasty bang on her head.’
Gabrielle groaned and her eyes fluttered open. ‘What happened?’ she asked, sitting up.
There were no beds in their cell or chairs or windows. It was a cupboard with a locked metal door. They removed the ropes securing their hands. Gabrielle tried the door handle, but, of course, it was rigid. She felt the walls, looking for weak spots. Jack was reminded of Mr Doyle. This was what he would have done.
What had happened to Mr Doyle? Was he alive? Jack felt tears spring at his eyes. He blinked them away. He had to focus on the here and now.
Gabrielle gave up with a sigh and turned to them. ‘Did Ashgrove ask you anything about me?’
‘No.’
‘Good. Don’t offer any information. If he asks, tell him I’m your cousin.’
‘How will we get out of here?’ Jack asked.
‘I’m not sure. We’ll wait until the right moment arrives.’
The airship gave a little shudder and the engine changed pitch. Jack’s ears popped.
‘It feels like we’re landing,’ he said.
‘I wonder where,’ Scarlet said.
Wherever it was, Jack was certain he’d rather be somewhere else.
The airship touched down with a bump and the engines were cut. Jack expected the cell door to open, but nothing happened. Eventually they all stretched out on the floor to sleep.
The sound of approaching footsteps woke Jack. The door opened, light creeping into the compartment. Two men appeared. One was clean-shaven, the other had a scar that ran across his nose from cheek to cheek. Both carried guns.
Scarface waved his weapon. ‘Up! Both of you! And don’t try anything because you’ll never get away.’
Jack and the others were led through the ship until they reached an exit. Outside lay a gloomy rocky passageway. The airship had landed inside a huge cave. 
‘Where are we going?’ Gabrielle asked.
‘President Ashgrove has assigned you to the foundry.’ 
President Ashgrove? Jack cast a look at Gabrielle, but said nothing. The men forced the three of them down the gangway where they were struck by a wave of hot air. A barrel-shaped roof stretched overhead with gaslighting set into the walls. The airship had come in to land through its mouth, where an enormous curtain had been drawn across the end.
The place smelt of fire, metal and smoke.
Jack wondered again about Mr Doyle. Ashgrove would have boasted if he’d captured the detective. Which meant that Mr Doyle was probably working to find them. Either that or… 
He preferred not to think about the other possibility. 
The men steered them to another underground chamber, larger than the first. They climbed down a ladder to a dusty floor. It was hotter in here. A huge vat of molten metal hung suspended at one end. When it tipped, sparks showered into the already toxic air and liquid poured into a series of circular metal moulds.
Gaslights ringed the cavern. Dozens of people dressed in little more than rags worked at various tasks: moving the cooling moulds to a storage area, setting new ones in place, breaking the dry moulds open so that the contents could be released.
‘Cannonballs,’ Gabrielle said. ‘This is some kind of armaments factory.’
‘Move!’ Clean-Shaven commanded. ‘You’re not here to talk.’
The roof was supported by a vast metal framework to prevent rock falls. It looked poorly constructed; Jack would not want to rely on it during a cave-in. A timber door set into the rock led to another cavern. Clean-Shaven bolted it shut behind them.
They stood on a ledge in the next room, a gantry before them. It clung to the sides about twenty feet above the floor. At the end of the cave was a barred area; metal poles ran from the floor to the roof with a metal door at the base. Here lay a pile of rags where a woman sat, nursing a young baby.
That’s a cell, Jack realised. Everyone must be locked in there at night. 
The men forced them along the gantry until they reached stairs. At the bottom, they were handed to another man who identified himself as Stroud. He looked them over as if evaluating cattle.
‘We’ll start you in the coal hopper,’ Stroud said, rubbing his chin. ‘If you survive that, we’ll move you into production.’
‘I demand to be released,’ Gabrielle said. ‘We are being held here illegally!’
‘You can demand all you want. You’re here on President Ashgrove’s orders, and here you’ll stay until he changes his mind.’
‘You can’t support that madman! He should be arrested—’ 
The man grasped Gabrielle around the throat and pushed her to the floor. ‘We don’t like uppity Northerners here. Our men are sworn to live and die at the president’s command.’
Somehow, Gabrielle kept her silence.
Scarface spoke up. ‘You’re lucky the president decided to let you live.’
Stroud indicated to the celled area at the end. ‘We’re low on labour right now. Otherwise we would have taken you on a little flight to see the view.’
‘A flight?’ Scarlet asked.
‘Into the clouds,’ Scarface laughed. ‘And dropped.’ 
‘Is that what happens if we refuse to work?’
‘Either that or we shoot you,’ Stroud said. ‘There are two types of people here: those who work and those who die.’
They were led into another smaller cave where an underground steam train line disappeared into a tunnel. Armed guards watched the workers’ every move. Gabrielle and Scarlet joined others in shovelling coal from a waiting caboose. Jack was a wheelbarrow operator. A dozen men did similar work, dressed in rags and looking malnourished. Most in the cavern were black.
The heat was stifling. ‘Is there any water?’ Jack asked one of the men as they wheelbarrowed their loads to the foundry.
The man peered about as if afraid to speak. ‘Not until finishing time.’
‘When is that?’
‘In about eight hours.’
Eight hours pushing a wheelbarrow, Jack thought. Not really the career I had in mind. 
Jack wished he had his green coat. There would have been food in the pockets and tools to get them out of there.
The hours passed. The more Jack heard in this terrible place, the angrier he became. The fearful man was named David. He owned a shop in a nearby town, but Ashgrove’s men shanghaied him to work in the foundry. He had not seen his wife and daughter in over a year. During that year of slavery, he had seen terrible, terrible things.
Guards were stationed in every cavern. The workers outnumbered the guards ten to one, but there was no chance of an uprising. The guards were heavily armed and fired without hesitation. Most of them monitored the work from the gantries.
‘They’re building up to something big,’ David said as they shovelled coal into their barrows.
‘What do you mean?’ Jack asked.
‘Some of the guards said they were ready to declare independence.’
‘How?’ Scarlet asked.
David glanced about before answering. ‘They have some sort of secret weapon.’
‘The Whip of Fire?’ Gabrielle said.
‘You’ve heard of it?’
‘We’ve seen it in action.’ Jack recounted the battle. ‘It destroyed everything it touched.’
‘Then that’s only the beginning. I heard one of the guards talking about the Excalibur.’
‘What is it?’
‘I don’t know.’
Jack knew of the legendary sword that Arthur was supposed to have withdrawn from the rock. What connection could it have with the next stage of Ashgrove’s plan?
By the time the shift ended, Jack could barely walk. He joined Gabrielle and Scarlet on the way back to the cells. They were covered in coal dust; Scarlet’s bright red hair was almost black.
A guard herded them into the barred living area. It was not so much a cell as an iron frame with vertical bars set into it, a horizontal crosspiece high above the floor. Many collapsed on the pile of rags at the back. There were people of all ages, families, an elderly man. The baby Jack had seen earlier started to wail. The woman tried to soothe it.
Scarlet and Gabrielle huddled together. Jack could tell they were trying to come up with a plan. Some food was thrown into the cells. Many people scrambled for it, but Jack did not join in. He didn’t intend staying there long enough to sample the menu.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
‘What was that Brinkie Buckeridge book where she dug a tunnel using one of her corset bones?’ Scarlet said.
‘I remember that,’ Gabrielle said. ‘It’s The Adventure of the Legless Train.’
‘Legless train?’ Jack said.
‘It’s good, isn’t it?’ Scarlet said. ‘Unfortunately the floor here is rock and Brinkie’s cell was earth.’
Scarlet noticed that David was watching them. He crept over, joined by another man, Joseph.
‘You young folk better tell me what’s going on,’ Joseph whispered. ‘Especially if it’s going to affect all of us.’
‘We’re getting out of here,’ Jack said.
Joseph eyed him and the two girls. ‘No offense, but better, older, and more experienced have tried. There’s no way to get through that gate.’
‘I know,’ Jack said. ‘But I don’t need to get through the gate.’
The two men frowned. The guard on the gantry stirred.
Jack whispered. ‘You see the bars?’ He pointed at the crossbar that locked the vertical bars in place near the ceiling. Above it was a small gap. Jack explained how he could climb up, squeeze through the opening, throw a rope around a supporting beam in the ceiling and swing across to the gantry. ‘From there I can cross to the guard and steal his keys.’
‘You’d have to be an acrobat to get up there,’ David said.
‘I am,’ Jack said. ‘Or was.’
‘And you’d also need a rope.’
It turned out rope was one thing they did not have, but Gabrielle suggested a suitable alternative. ‘My dress still has far more fabric than is necessary,’ she said. ‘If it is torn into long pieces and tied together, it will be strong enough to support your weight.’
Jack blushed as she tore strips off her dress. ‘Are you sure you want to do that? I mean…your legs…’ 
‘You’ve seen my legs before.’
‘Uh…’ 
Scarlet piped up. ‘I’m sure Jack will survive.’
He rolled his eyes.
It only took a few minutes for Gabrielle to weave the long strips into a cable. By the time she finished, a number of the other inhabitants of the cell had woken and Joseph was talking to them. ‘A few of us are worried,’ he said.
‘I’ll be fine,’ Jack assured him.
‘It’s not you we’re worried about. It’s us! Many have tried to escape over the years—and failed. Everyone was punished when they were recaptured.’
David placed a hand on the older man’s shoulder. ‘That shouldn’t stop us from trying. Otherwise we’ll be here forever.’
Joseph was dubious. ‘Can you really climb all that way and swing over to the gantry?’
Jack peered up at the bars. He wasn’t sure he could, but he had to try. He needed to know that Mr Doyle was all right. And Ashgrove must be stopped. Not only had the madman killed with the Whip of Fire, but he was also responsible for Frankie’s death—not to mention the stampede in the theatre. For as long as he lived, Jack knew he would be haunted by Mr Shore’s voice.
Not my boy. Not my boy. 
‘I’m sure I can,’ Jack murmured. ‘I’ve done it a thousand times.’
Gabrielle said to Joseph, ‘There’s more at stake than us.’
‘What do you mean?’
She explained the attempted assassination of the president and the battle between the army and the Whip of Fire. ‘This country could descend into another civil war within weeks. We must do everything we can to stop Ashgrove now.’
Joseph agreed. ‘Do it,’ he told Jack. ‘It sounds like a whole lot of lives are depending on you.’
Jack found a rock and pushed it into his pocket. He would need it later. Then he gathered the length of rope and wrapped it around a metal bar to form a knot known as an icicle hitch. The knot allowed the rope to loop around the bar several times and grip. Then Jack could brace his feet against the metal and climb to the top. 
Well, that was the plan… 
He began inching his way up the pole. Below he could see the sleeping guard. The whole thing would be over if the man opened his eyes now. Keep moving, Jack urged himself. Keep moving.
The strain on his legs was terrible and the bars were slippery. Just as he decided to take a breather, he realised he could touch the rocky roof of the chamber. 
Good, he thought. That’s that. 
Now for the tricky part. He reached for the top edge of the cage, the rope in his hand shaking as he fought to stay upright. This is harder than I expected. If I’m not careful… 
His feet slipped. Jack threw himself at the bars with both hands outstretched. Slammed into them, but managed to get a grip. A bang echoed around the cavern. The guard on the gantry grunted, then shuffled further down in his seat. Now Jack felt his fingers slipping—the bar was moist. Quickly, he pulled himself up, balanced on the top and peered down.
Almost a hundred faces stared up at him with openmouthed amazement. Jack blinked away sweat. For all his assurances that he could carry this out, there had been one detail he had not mentioned to them: he had never done anything like this without a net.
There was a thin gap between the supporting beam and the ceiling. Twisting his body to sit upright, Jack tied the rock he had brought with him to the end of the rope and tossed it over the beam. To his relief, he made it on his first attempt. The rope lay looped over the beam, with the rock hanging about six feet below. Jack pulled back and started it swinging.
It was slow at first, but he continued pulling on it so it swung back and forth like a pendulum. Eventually it swung close enough for him to grab the rock and tie the rope into a knot.
He tested it, yanking the rope taut. ‘Bazookas,’ he murmured. ‘This is going to work.’
Jack now gripped the rope and pushed off, swinging across in a wide arc. He missed the gantry on the other side, returning to his starting position to gather momentum to swing across again. But as he did he heard a rip as the makeshift rope began to tear.
There was no chance to stop now as Jack accelerated across the divide. As the rope ripped, he threw his right hand out, and just as it snapped he grabbed the handrail of the gantry. He dropped the rope as his feet landed on the edge, a sound not unlike throwing a dozen pots and pans down a flight of stairs.
The game was up. He had only seconds to act. The guard was awake and ready to tackle him. Now he had to silence him before he called the other guards… Except he was still asleep.
Jack hung on to the outside of the gantry, his heart smashing in his chest, staring in amazement at the overweight guard snoring in his chair. Waited another five minutes, then tiptoed across the gantry until he reached the sleeping man. He stunk of alcohol. A huge metal key ring hung from his waist.
Jack held his breath. He reached down and teased the ring free.
Yes!
The guard’s head swivelled upwards, his eyes narrowed and his face twisted with fury.
‘What the hell…?’
That was as far as he got. Jack drew back a fist and arrowed it into his chin. The impact was like the crack of a whip, echoing around the chamber as the guard slid unconscious to the floor.
Mr Doyle’s lessons in the fine art of boxing had come in handy.
Thank you, Mr Doyle. 
But the guard wouldn’t be unconscious for long. Jack sprinted towards the cells. Every prisoner was waiting for him, many of them grinning. Jack could understand their jubilation. Some had been prisoners for years. Jack unlocked the cell door and men and women began streaming out. It was like watching a stampede, but conducted in complete silence. Scarlet and Gabrielle threw their arms around him.
‘Would Bindi Bobblehead be proud?’ he asked.
‘It’s Brinkie Buckeridge,’ they whispered simultaneously. ‘And yes.’
They followed David and Joseph. Up the gantry and along a dimly lit tunnel. David stopped and raised his hand. Gabrielle, Scarlet and Jack crowded around him. A pane of glass was set into the door. Beyond it was a corridor with two men at the end, playing cards. 
‘What will we do?’ Jack whispered to David.
‘I’m not sure. I was brought this way on a work dispatch about a year ago. I think it’s the quickest way out.’
Gabrielle intervened. ‘Leave it to me.’
Before anyone could say anything, she strode past and pushed open the door. Gabrielle then marched down the corridor towards the men, who just gaped at her. Jack wasn’t sure if it was because she was a prisoner roaming around freely or because her legs were exposed. But, for whatever reason, they were speechless.
‘I’m lost,’ she said. ‘Is this where the revolution begins?’
She aimed a flurry of punches at one man’s head and he went down like a bag of vegetables. The other leapt to his feet, aimed a punch at her, but missed. Gabrielle grabbed his arm, twisted it, and kicked his feet out from under him. Even before he hit the ground she had slammed his head into the wall.
‘Brinkie Buckeridge does that at least twice every book,’ Scarlet said to Jack, beaming. ‘Don’t you love it?’ 
Gabrielle waved the others forward. There were no guards at the exit. They were at the top of a hill, the stars bright in the sky. The countryside lay swathed in darkness, broken only by a point of light from a faraway farmhouse. It was about midnight. A river lay at the bottom with a small steamer at a dock.
Jack breathed in the cool evening air. It smelt like freedom. The people behind him were quiet, but others were weeping. Some raised their arms and prayed. Some kissed the ground.
Jack had been in the cave for less than a day and it was the most horrible place he had ever known. His eyes raked the crowd. Some of these people had been unjustly imprisoned for years. They probably expected to die without ever again seeing the light of day.
The woman with the baby drew close to Jack. ‘My daughter was born in there,’ she said. ‘I feared we would die there too.’
She held the baby above her head. For the first time in her life, the baby took a lungful of air as a free person, and she gurgled happily, waving arms and legs at the silent sky.
Jack’s eyes were wet. Scarlet came close to him. Before he knew what was happening, she had planted a kiss on his cheek.
‘What was that for?’
‘Just for being you,’ she said.
Looking into the night, Jack said, ‘Do you think Mr Doyle’s all right?’
‘He’s the most resourceful person I’ve ever known,’ Scarlet said. ‘If there was a way for him to survive that terrible battle, then he’s alive.’
Joseph approached, pointing at the steamer. ‘I can pilot that,’ he said. ‘I used to be a riverboat captain.’
The group scurried down to the ship. No guards were in sight. It must have been a long time since an escape attempt. At one point they froze, hearing the distant sound of shouting and laughing from beyond the hill. A party was in full swing.
Jack scrambled aboard, the deck creaking underfoot. Joseph and some of the men prepared the steamer for departure. A woman lent Gabrielle a ragged coat to cover her legs. The Secret Service agent drew Jack and Scarlet to one side.
‘I can’t leave here yet,’ she said.
‘What?’ Jack said.
‘I’ve got to stop Ashgrove, and I may not have a better chance than this. I spied a building in the valley. My guess is that Ashgrove is there.’
‘We can’t leave you behind,’ Scarlet protested.
‘This is my job, not yours.’
Jack shook his head. ‘You’re not doing this alone.’ 
A shot shattered the night and something phutted past them. They turned back to see horror on Gabrielle’s face. Her left shoulder bloomed red.
‘Oh no,’ Jack moaned.
Gabrielle took a stumbling step backwards before sliding to the ground.
‘Help!’ Scarlet yelled. ‘Help us!’
Another shot rang out. Shadowy figures, screaming blue murder, started down the slope. They’re onto us, Jack thought.
The steamer’s engine fired up. The paddles started to turn, driving the ship away from the shoreline as a steady volley of bullets slapped into the timber hull.
Two women helped carry Gabrielle into a cabin. She was bleeding profusely, writhing in pain. One of the women applied direct pressure to the wound. ‘Ashgrove needs to be stopped,’ Gabrielle said through clenched teeth. ‘The fate of the country depends on us.’
‘I’ll go after him,’ Jack promised.
‘We’ll go after him,’ Scarlet said. ‘We’ll find him and inform the authorities.’
‘Scarlet…’ Jack said.
‘I don’t want to hear it.’
Gabrielle grimaced. ‘But it’s too dangerous…’ She passed out. David appeared, promising to look after her, and Jack and Scarlet returned to the deck. The steamer was racing downriver. The armed men were out of sight.
A few minutes later, David joined them. ‘You must take shelter,’ Scarlet advised. ‘Ashgrove may come after you in an airship.’
‘We’ll take cover if they get close.’
David followed Jack and Scarlet as they made their way to the stern.
‘What are you going to do?’ David asked.
‘What needs to be done,’ Scarlet said.
Jack and Scarlet balanced themselves on the back railing of the steamer, the dark water boiling beneath them. The riverbank lay swathed in gloom. Bracing themselves against the railing, they leapt into the inky water.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
Jack and Scarlet swam across the cold river as the steamer chugged away. They reached the shore, waded through the undergrowth and climbed up a steep embankment. It was about one in the morning. The night was quiet apart from a hooting owl and an insect scurrying about in the bush.
As they collapsed onto the grass, Jack gave Scarlet a look.
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she said. ‘And I’m not listening to you.’
‘You’re listening whether you want to or not. This could get us killed.’
‘I know,’ she sighed. ‘You mustn’t spend your time worrying about my every move. I’m quite capable.’
‘Then I’ll just say one thing.’
‘And that is?’
‘Your hair looks like two badgers had a fight in it.’ 
They climbed the hill. The skies were beginning to cloud over. Good. It increased their chances of eluding any pursuers. Jack pointed out a small farmhouse.
‘I don’t believe that would be part of Ashford’s estate,’ Scarlet said. ‘He wouldn’t stay in anything less than a mansion.’
‘I think you’re right. Wait here.’
‘What are you going to do?’
He didn’t answer her, racing silently towards the house. He climbed a fence, scooted to a clothesline and dragged a pile of clothing from it. Two hats hung on a hook on the porch and he snatched these too. A dog started barking as he hurried back to Scarlet.
They ran across a field, putting distance between themselves and the property. Scarlet grabbed the clothes from Jack as they took refuge under a tree.
‘Good show, Jack!’ Scarlet said. ‘We stand out a mile in our evening gear. This will be the perfect disguise to…’ 
Her voice trailed off.
‘What is it?’ Jack asked.
‘This is women’s clothing.’
‘What?’
Scarlet became thoughtful. ‘It is the perfect disguise. Brinkie gets away with all sorts of shenanigans because she’s a woman.’
‘I can’t…’ 
‘You can.’ Scarlet pushed the clothes at him. ‘Put these on.’
Jack groaned. He and Scarlet went to separate sides of the tree to change. Jack struggled to put on the petticoat. After his third attempt, he was able to squeeze into the dress. Scarlet was already waiting, wearing a plain brown frock. Most of her red hair was pushed under the farmer’s hat. Jack looked down. His dress was pink and covered in blue daisies. The hat was embroidered with a yellow sunflower.
‘My goodness,’ Scarlet said. ‘That really suits you.’ 
‘God take me,’ he said. ‘Please.’
‘No. I mean it. You should dress like that whenever we’re investigating a crime. Then you can quickly change into boys’ clothing when required.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘No-one will know who you are!’
‘I don’t know who I am!’ He pushed the hat low. ‘This isn’t going to fool anyone.’
‘It will fool everyone. Who would expect to see you in a dress?’
Well, that was true. ‘You are never to tell anyone about this.’
‘In that case I will record it in my memoirs,’ she said. ‘Imagine how future generations will think of you.’ 
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Imagine.’
They crossed the field to another small hill. ‘That’s the house Gabrielle described,’ Scarlet said, pointing down the valley.
It was a two-storey Georgian mansion, surrounded by men. This was clearly part of Ashgrove’s operation. Orders were flying about. No doubt they were trying to work out what to do about the escapees.
Jack and Scarlet headed down to a timber fence. Carefully climbing over it, they raced to a barn near the house where Jack peered through a crack between the front doors.
‘What are you looking for?’ Scarlet whispered.
‘I don’t know. Something.’
But it was too dark to make out any detail. A murmur of voices came from the house. Jack and Scarlet made their way around the side until they reached one of the windows. They heard Ashgrove.
‘…idiots were supposed to be guarding the slaves! Must I do everything myself? These people must be hunted down before they can alert the authorities! I still need Slate to finish his work on the Excalibur.’
‘They will be found,’ another man said. ‘I’ve got dozens of men searching.’
‘So Slate is cooperating?’ came a voice.
‘I have had to persuade him.’ Ashgrove laughed nastily. ‘Although I don’t intend to cause him any permanent harm. I expect we will enjoy a fruitful relationship for some time to come.’
‘Where is he now?’
‘In the basement.’
Jack heard footsteps entering the room.
‘Good news, Mr President.’
‘Yes?’
‘The Alexandria sighted the ship and attacked it.’ 
‘Excellent. Any survivors?’
‘Not that we can see.’
Jack caught Scarlet’s eye. They heard a door close, and one man offered another a drink. Jack and Scarlet crept away from the window. ‘I hope Gabrielle and the others are all right,’ he whispered.
‘Let’s hope they had already abandoned the ship.’ 
Jack could see only one bright spot in this whole horrible situation. Mr Slate was refusing to cooperate. 
‘Ashgrove won’t be able to finish the weapon without Olinka Slate,’ he said. ‘We need to find him.’
They made a loop around the building, searching for an external entrance to the basement.
‘It looks like the only way in is through the house,’ Scarlet said. ‘Most of Ashgrove’s men are out looking for the prisoners. He would hardly expect a burglary in his own home.’
She had a point. They found an open window with a barrel under it. The room was dark. Jack began climbing until his feet caught on his dress. He toppled off the windowsill and landed on his head.
Oof!
Scarlet climbed in after him.
‘How do you get around in this gear?’ he asked.
‘Now you know what it’s like for women. One day trousers will be as common for us as they are for men.’ 
‘Of course they will,’ Jack said. ‘Pigs will fly too.’ 
Light poured in under the door. Scarlet eased it open and peered into a hallway. Nothing. She motioned him to follow. Stairs led to the next floor with another door underneath. But it was locked.
Scarlet produced a sliver of metal and picked the lock. She had the door open in less than a minute. They crept down another set of stairs. Gaslight lit a large room filled with wine racks—all of them empty. Wordlessly, Jack and Scarlet separated and searched for another door that might lead them to a different basement.
‘The only way in and out is through that door,’ Scarlet said, pointing up the stairs.
‘That doesn’t make sense. Ashgrove said that Olinka Slate was in the basement.’
‘So where is he?’
‘I don’t know.’
Scarlet tugged thoughtfully at a lock of her hair. ‘We must do as Mr Doyle would do. Conduct a thorough examination of this room from top to bottom.’
First they checked the ceiling. It was timber, held up with crossbeams and supports. Next the walls and the wine racks. The racks were timber and the walls were solid stone. They examined the floor. Jack found nothing, but Scarlet called him over.
‘You see?’ She pointed. ‘There’s dust everywhere, but here it is clean.’
‘Why?’
‘I’m not sure. This wall looks like all the others.’
A neuron flared in Jack’s brain. ‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘Before Ashgrove attacked with the Whip of Fire, he moved from the house to the barn without us seeing him.’ 
‘Of course! He must have used an underground tunnel. There’s probably one here too.’
They touched the wall. The other surfaces were cold and damp, but this was dry. It didn’t even feel like rock. They pushed and pulled at it. The wall shook. It was a secret door, but they could see no way to open it. 
Scarlet grabbed his arm. ‘Look.’
She pointed at the wine rack. A knot in the wood, shiny and smooth, stood out from the timber.
Scarlet pushed it… 
…and the wall clicked open.
Yes!
A light shone from an inner chamber. Not a gaslight, but something brighter and cleaner. Jack went inside. It was a room as large as the first basement, only filled with benches and pieces of equipment, dynamos and engines made from copper and iron. It had the same strange smell as the warehouse in London.
Electricity.
‘Mr Slate?’ Jack called. ‘Are you in here?’
‘I certainly am.’
The voice came from behind. Jack turned to see a man holding a metal pipe. Before Jack could utter a word, Olinka Slate brought the weapon down hard upon his head and everything went black.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
Jack opened his eyes. He was lying on the floor, the inventor standing above him. Slate was an older man with dark hair parted in the middle and piercing hazel eyes.
‘…if you’ll listen to me,’ Scarlet was saying.
‘I already told your employer that I would not do any more work for you.’ He had a European accent. ‘And I meant it!’
Jack groaned. ‘We don’t work for Charles Ashgrove. We’re here to save you.’
‘Save me?’ the inventor peered at him. ‘You girls?’ 
‘Yes.’ Jack grimaced, pulling off the hat. ‘Us girls.’ 
‘But you’re not a girl at all!’
Scarlet narrated their dangerous expedition to find him. By the time she finished, Olinka Slate had lowered the metal pipe and was staring at Jack as if he was a bug under a microscope. ‘Do you always dress as a girl?’ he asked. ‘Is it a way of life…?’
‘No!’ Jack said. ‘I’m in disguise!’
Scarlet cut in. ‘Charles Ashgrove intends to force you to finish working on the Whip of Fire.’
‘He has been trying to force me,’ Slate said, shaking his head sadly.
‘Are you aware that it’s caused terrible damage,’ Jack asked.
‘I know. I’m so sorry. Everything has gone horribly wrong.’
Slate told them he had spent his life searching for a power source that would help mankind. Over the years, he had made some breakthroughs, but not one to provide unlimited energy for all.
‘Then I was approached by Charles Ashgrove. He showed me a meteorite that had been found on one of his farms. It had strange properties that I had never before seen.’
Jack remembered Ashgrove’s words back on the steamer: It has a hypnotic effect if one stares at it too long. I made the mistake of looking at it and I was almost lost. 
‘The stone is dangerous,’ Slate said. ‘But it is made even more so in conjunction with the Whip of Fire. It drains electricity from the atmosphere. With the right calibration, I believe my device can benefit every person on Earth.’
‘But Ashgrove is using it as a weapon,’ Scarlet said. 
‘And I did not realise until it was too late.’ When Jack described the destructive battle, the scientist shook his head. ‘I can well believe it,’ he said. ‘Fortunately that Whip of Fire is a prototype. It only uses a tiny chip from the meteorite.’
‘What about the rest of it?’ Jack asked.
‘Ashgrove plans to use it on an airship called the Excalibur. With the larger Whip of Fire installed, it will be unstoppable.’
‘So we need to get you out of here.’
‘I wish you could. Unfortunately that will not be so easy.’
A metal bracelet enclosed Olinka Slate’s ankle, its chain connected to a wall. A combination lock fastened the two ends of the bracelet. ‘It’s quite ingenious, really,’ Mr Slate said, peering at the lock.
‘I’m glad you appreciate it!’ Jack said.
The lock, the chain and the latch were all secure. Without the combination, Jack and Scarlet could see no way to free the inventor.
‘I have an idea,’ Mr Slate said. ‘The Whip of Fire on the tank can easily cut through the chain. You can free me, we’ll find Ashgrove’s safe and retrieve the remainder of the meteorite.’
Scarlet frowned, remembering the carnage on the battlefield. ‘Are you sure you can control it?’
‘I can calibrate it so carefully I could cut butter.’
‘Isn’t it too big to carry around?’ Jack asked.
‘You’re thinking of the antenna,’ Mr Slate explained. ‘It disperses the power. The actual Whip of Fire can be removed and is small enough to carry about in one’s hand.’
‘We’ll need the rest of the meteorite,’ Jack said. ‘Where is the safe?’
Olinka Slate gave a short laugh. ‘Ashgrove is a creature of habit. He always keeps a safe hidden behind a painting in his upstairs study.’
‘We can’t leave you here.’
‘My invention has already destroyed enough lives. You can worry about me once we have the device.’ He indicated a door set in the far wall. ‘That leads to the barn. I will remain here and count.’
‘Count?’ Jack asked.
The inventor nodded. ‘I love numbers that are divisible by three. Sometimes I think it’s the only thing that’s kept me sane. Did you know that 574,164 is evenly divisible by three?’
Jack remembered Gabrielle saying that the inventor was eccentric. ‘I didn’t know that,’ he said. ‘We’ll find the Whip of Fire and come back for you.’
‘And remember.’ The inventor held up a finger. ‘Don’t look at the meteorite.’
‘Is it really that dangerous?’
‘It has destructive properties. You must resist the temptation to stare into it at all costs.’
‘If you say so.’ Jack paused. ‘Just one thing.’
‘Yes?’
‘Do you have any food? It’s been hours since we last ate.’
The inventor handed over some stale bread and hard cheese. It tasted like heaven. Wolfing it down, Jack and Scarlet crossed to the exit. ‘We’ll be back to save you, sir,’ Scarlet said. ‘I promise.’
Sadness crossed the inventor’s face. ‘I never wanted anyone to be harmed. Quite the opposite—I only wanted to help people.’
The door opened to a passageway. At the end was a metal ladder. They climbed it—Jack, with difficulty because of his dress—and inched open a trapdoor to find a floor covered in hay with bales in the corner. Jack’s nose twitched. Through a far window, he could see the sky beginning to lighten. The sun would be up within the hour.
‘Can you see anything?’ Scarlet whispered.
‘Not yet.’ He climbed into the room and turned to find himself face-to-face with Ashgrove’s domed car. ‘Uh, now I have.’
‘My goodness,’ Scarlet said, joining him.
They located a ladder leading to a hatch. Jack pulled up his dress with a grimace. These things aren’t made for climbing, he thought, as Scarlet stifled a laugh. At the top, he gripped the handle and it clanked open. A rich yellow light poured from inside. It smelt of electricity and copper.
Scarlet and Jack lowered themselves into the cramped compartment. Most of the controls were near the driver’s seat. Jack searched the console for the Whip of Fire before realising it was set into the ceiling. It clicked easily into his hand.
It looked like a screwdriver, only bulkier and made of bronze. Mr Slate was right—you really could hold it in one hand. Opening a small panel, Scarlet pointed. ‘That must be the meteorite,’ she said. ‘Make certain you do not look at it.’
A fragment of blue stone was fixed into the housing. Oval in shape, it was reminiscent of flint. It had sharp angles on all sides. It was hard to define the shade of blue. At first Jack thought it was indigo, but decided it was more like sapphire.
It has destructive properties. You must resist the temptation to stare into it at all costs. 
Why was the inventor so cautious? It was an everyday piece of rock. A small dark crack ran across the centre. It was blue like the sea—or was it like the sky? Yes, it was like the sky, the endless horizon of an alien sky that had been old when life on Earth was young.
Within the crack lay a canyon, a shadow that swept down into the heart of that alien world. Standing on the edge of that secret abyss, Jack felt he could gaze into its depths, but that was not enough. Not nearly enough…and he stepped over the edge and fell towards its heart.
Jack heard a hum. A low tuneless throbbing that was soothing. Comforting. In the distance, he saw the surface of another planet, a distant molten ball of fire. He felt no fear as he plummeted towards it; he knew he would never reach it. Rather he would fall for all eternity, the red sea of fire beneath, the walls of the abyss around him and the sky above.
The sky. Endless and beckoning.
Whack!
Scarlet slapped him.
But he was falling further into the abyss, only now he saw the look of terror on Scarlet’s face. She was afraid and he didn’t want her to be filled with fear. So he swam to the surface and her voice broke through the hum.
‘Jack! Jack!’
‘Yes.’ His voice seemed to come from far away. ‘I hear you.’
‘What happened?’
What happened? He had no idea. He had looked into the stone and then… A shudder of fear swept through him. Mr Slate had said not to look at the meteorite. This was why: you could become lost forever in it.
‘Where am I?’
‘In the barn.’ Scarlet’s face was dirty, and smudged with tears. ‘What do you remember?’
He sat up. It was warm. They were up on the mezzanine now, hay all around them.
‘I looked at the stone,’ he said. ‘I was somewhere else…on another world…’ 
‘You’ve been with me the whole time.’
He had been hypnotised by the stone. ‘Don’t look at the rock in the Whip of Fire,’ Jack warned. ‘Mr Slate is right. It really is dangerous.’
‘I know that. I’ve been trying to wake you up all day.’ 
‘All…what?’
‘The sun is setting,’ Scarlet told him. ‘You’ve been unconscious for about fifteen hours.’
Jack looked at her in amazement. Fifteen hours? It wasn’t possible. He crossed to a crack in the wall and peered through. The sun was disappearing behind a distant hill. It would be dark outside again in minutes.
‘I thought I’d lost you,’ Scarlet said, her bottom lip trembling. ‘I thought…’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. And he was. He had been foolish. ‘I won’t make the same mistake again. What have I missed?’
Scarlet told how he had collapsed after looking at the stone. She had been forced to carry him out of the tank by herself and to the upper floor. ‘It was challenging.’ Scarlet smiled. ‘I almost dropped you on your head. Partly because you were heavy and partly because you were stupid.’
‘Thanks.’
Fortunately, no-one had entered the barn. But men had been in and out of Ashgrove’s house all day. Jack had slept so soundly Scarlet almost thought him dead. She had been so terrified for him, in fact, that she even considered surrendering to Ashgrove in the hope of medical attention.
‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ Jack said. ‘It’s more likely that Ashgrove would have fed us to his dogs.’
‘I know.’
The Whip of Fire lay on the floor. Jack picked it up and went to shove it into his pocket. Then remembered he was wearing a dress and instead jammed it into his petticoat. ‘I don’t know how you girls operate,’ he said. 
‘We have secret compartments.’
They waited another hour. Then they climbed down from the mezzanine and crossed to the trapdoor in the floor. Jack knelt to pull it open.
Scarlet grabbed his arm. ‘Wait,’ she whispered.
There was no mistaking the sound. Someone was climbing the ladder.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
Scarlet grabbed Jack’s arm and pointed to the bales of hay. They scrambled over, landed in a pile of soft straw and buried themselves. The trapdoor eased open and a man spoke.
‘I’m sure I heard voices.’
Jack did not recognise the man. He felt his nose twitch. He wanted to sneeze, but he fought back the impulse. Now his eyes were watering and he bit hard on his tongue. He hoped he and Scarlet were buried far enough under the hay.
‘You’re imagining things,’ came another voice.
‘Maybe. I’ll take a look around. You know what the president’s like.’
Jack remained motionless. The man waved a torch around and leaned in low over the bales. Jack thought his heart was about to stop. The man would cry out, he and Scarlet would be recaptured and then… ‘See? Nothing.’
The first man grunted. He drew back from the bales, and Jack heard them return to the trapdoor.
‘I was supposed to finish half an hour ago.’
‘You’re blaming me?’
‘Who else?’
Jack heard the men disappear back down the tunnel. Letting out a ragged breath, he lifted his head to see Scarlet already peering over the bales. ‘That’s unfortunate,’ she said.
‘It means we can’t free Mr Slate yet.’
‘But we should still try to find the rest of the meteorite. Leaving it in Ashgrove’s possession is far too dangerous.’
Scarlet eased the door open. Jack was still finding it hard to believe he had been unconscious the whole day; it felt like a few minutes had passed. They returned to the house and made their way to the stairs, climbing to the next level where they found a room with a desk and a bookcase full of books. A painting hung on the wall. 
‘This must be it,’ Scarlet whispered.
Jack went to the painting and eased it down. Behind was the combination safe as Mr Slate had predicted. Jack reached for the weapon. He had no idea how to use the device, but he imagined he and Scarlet could work it out. Assuming they didn’t accidently blow up the building. 
A distant noise came from the staircase. Footsteps. 
‘Someone’s coming.’ Scarlet waved her arms about. ‘Hide!’
Jack put the picture back on the wall. The footsteps were nearing. Where could they take refuge? His eyes snagged on the desk. It was a large, old thing, wide and deep, with drawers on both sides and a solid front.
‘Under the desk!’ He pointed. ‘Quickly!’
Jack pulled the chair back, dived under and made room for Scarlet just as a heavy tread entered the room. 
‘It’s an amazing piece of rock,’ a voice said. ‘And quite powerful.’
Charles Ashgrove!
Ashgrove and his companion stood in front of the desk. The painting was placed on the floor and Jack heard a click. He’s opening the safe, Jack thought. Don’t tell me he’s retrieving the meteorite. 
But that was exactly what he was doing.
Scarlet clenched her fists. They listened as Ashgrove described to his companion how the rock had been found by a rider on his property. It was not safe to look at; the man who found it had lapsed into a coma and not recovered. That almost happened to me, Jack thought. Thank goodness for Scarlet. 
Ashgrove relocked the safe and replaced the painting. ‘I’ll take it with me now,’ he said, ‘and leave it on board the Excalibur.’
‘When is the airship due?’
‘Very shortly,’ Ashgrove replied, and the men left the room.
‘Damn,’ Jack said, easing himself from under the desk.
‘He’s taken the rock,’ Scarlet said. ‘What will we do now?’
More noise came from within the building. It was as if the house had been brought to life. From the window, Jack saw groups of men approaching. A few were pointing. At first, Jack could not see the object of his attention, but then he made out a long, thin airship, black and silent. It was almost a hundred feet long, a sleek fish moving against the evening sky.
‘That must be the Excalibur,’ Scarlet said.
The vessel came in to land and a small group headed towards it. Among them was a figure that Jack recognised: Olinka Slate. The airship readied itself for take-off, lifted back up into the sky and zoomed out of sight.
Oh no, Jack thought. Now we’ve lost the meteorite—and Mr Slate as well. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
‘What are we going to do?’ Jack groaned.
‘I have no idea, but standing here will not get us anywhere.’
By now, a number of steamtrucks had pulled up to the house. Men and women climbed from them carrying SLA flags. At first, Jack felt some trepidation, but quickly realised this as an opportunity. They could mingle among these people, hide in plain sight.
He and Scarlet made their way down the stairs.
‘We’ll go out the back,’ she said.
They followed the corridor until they spotted the rear door. A servant woman entered from a side passage with a pot of water in her hands.
‘We’re here for the meeting,’ Scarlet barked. The servant merely shrugged.
Outside, more trucks were arriving by the minute. Many of the men and women carried guns while others had pitchforks or other rudimentary weapons.
They followed a line of trees. ‘These people are going to war,’ Scarlet murmured.
‘And we’re in the middle of it,’ Jack replied.
They sidled up to the crowd. Once they were in the heart of the group, Jack felt a little more confident. No-one looked twice at them. He was both pleased and disappointed that he had fooled them in his disguise. Did he really look that much like a girl? Scarlet elbowed him and pointed at the house. A podium had been placed on the front porch. A stocky man, dressed like a factory worker, with tattoos on his forearms and a deep scar under his left eye turned to him. ‘This whole country’s changing tonight,’ he said.
Jack was about to reply. Then he remembered he was supposed to be a girl. He pitched his voice higher. ‘Oh, yes?’
‘What are you? British?’
Great, he thought. I forgot my accent. 
Scarlet came to the rescue. ‘We’re here to help.’
‘I heard some Brits and Frogs were coming over here to join the revolution. I wasn’t expecting women.’ He slapped Jack on the arm. ‘I’m Mark Stenson.’
‘Sarah Stewart,’ Scarlet said. ‘This is my sister…’ 
‘Jac…Jill.’ Jack forced a smile. ‘Jill.’
They shook hands. A boy a little younger than Jack introduced himself as Mark’s son Tom. He was shorter than his father, but when he grew up he would be strong with rugged mountain-man features.
A small bell rang on the porch and Charles Ashgrove took to the podium. Jack and Scarlet pulled their hats lower. The millionaire began a speech about how this day had been a long time coming. Men and women, he said, had sacrificed their lives for the South to be free. They were about to change the course of history.
Ashgrove was a charismatic speaker with a deep, confident voice. And he spoke with such sincerity that Jack almost felt swayed by his words.
But he’s a fanatic, Jack reminded himself. And fanatics are dangerous because they’ll do anything to achieve their goals. 
Ashgrove went on to say that every person had to do his duty as part of a larger plan. This plan had been put in place years earlier and was about to come to fruition, but it would take every assembled man and woman to make it work.
‘Once you have paved the way,’ Ashgrove said, ‘we will demonstrate a weapon so powerful that the bureaucrats in Washington will capitulate! The South will be free!’
The crowd went wild, cheering and clapping. Jack joined in half-heartedly. How could these people hate their government so much? Then he remembered what Gabrielle had said. The economy was in ruins. People were unemployed. Crime was on the rise. Radical alternatives probably seemed attractive in difficult times.
‘You men and women must now go to your divisions,’ Ashgrove continued. ‘Once you have completed your missions, once you have cut off Washington from the rest of the country, the next phase of our plan will take effect. I salute you. I salute the South!’
Charles Ashgrove left the podium to the sound of applause. Jack and Scarlet looked about for an exit, but Tom zeroed in on them. ‘Have you been assigned to a division?’ he asked.
‘Not yet,’ Jack said.
‘You girls come and join ours.’
What choice did they have? They followed Tom and Mark who then introduced three other men. Carl, Sam and William were brothers, all tall and thin. They ran a cotton farm.
Carl was impressed when he discovered Jack and Scarlet were from England. ‘And you’ve come all this way to help?’ he said. ‘Are you sure you’re not spies?’ 
‘Not at all.’ Scarlet forced a laugh. ‘We were born in New York. Our parents moved to London when we were babies. We returned last year, but they were killed in an accident. It was the fault of the Northerners.’
‘We believe in freedom,’ Jack said, trying to sound female. He pushed back his hat and hitched up his dress, remembering a line from Ashgrove’s speech. ‘And enough men and women have laid down their lives for this cause already.’
Mark slapped him on the back. ‘Spoken like a true patriot!’
‘I’m not sure that a pair of Brits can be much help,’ Sam said, scowling. ‘And girls at that. You got any muscles?’
Without warning, he reached out and squeezed Jack’s upper arm, frowning as he felt solid bicep.
‘Kitchen work,’ Jack explained. ‘Makes a girl strong.’ 
Sam accepted the explanation, but William stared at them in silence. Mark led the group through the car park to a steamtruck with the canvas cover at the back drawn to one side. Sam climbed in the front and started the engine, while the rest of them piled into the rear. William continued to look at Jack.
‘What’s wrong?’ Jack said, trying to sound authoritative.
‘Nothin’,’ William said, looking away. He went red. 
Scarlet whispered to Jack, ‘Smile.’
‘What?’
‘Smile,’ she said. ‘He likes you.’
What a relief. At least William didn’t hate him. Then Jack caught Scarlet’s eye. She was trying not to giggle. 
William liked him.
Jack smiled weakly at William and adjusted his hat. William gave him a grin, revealing a row of bad teeth. Dentists must be few and far between in these parts. Jack groaned. How do I get into situations like this?
Carl had not said a word the whole time. Mark glared at him. ‘What’s up with you?’
‘We don’t know anything about these girls,’ Carl said. ‘How do we know they’re on our side?’
Mark chuckled. ‘That’s easy to test.’ He winked at Jack. ‘Jill can plant the bomb on the tracks while Sarah stays with Tom.’
‘Great idea,’ Jack said, his palms sweaty. ‘Just great.’ 



CHAPTER THIRTY 
Mark described their mission as the steamtruck rattled down the road. Ashgrove had planned a two-pronged assault, beginning with a number of coordinated attacks on roads and rail lines around Washington that would isolate the city from the rest of the country. Emergency services would be unable to deal with multiple assaults. In the second stage the Excalibur would be used to attack the city.
To the men in the truck, it all seemed perfectly logical. To Jack, however, it sounded like insanity; the country would not abandon their leader because of a few radicals. 
Their mission, Mark explained, was to cut a rail line on the east side of the city. A train was due there at 11pm. 
Jack tried to appear calm, but inwardly he churned with panic. He and Scarlet were trapped with a bunch of maniacs. Ashgrove had wanted civilian casualties kept to a minimum, but it was expected that some innocents might get in the way.
‘Got to break a few eggs to make an omelette,’ Scarlet said.
Jack could tell she was trying to sound enthusiastic. 
‘Sure do,’ William said. He gave Jack another toothy smile.
Scarlet leant over and whispered in Jack’s ear. ‘I think your dance card is full.’
‘Shut up.’
‘Love always finds a way, Jack.’
‘I’m going to kill you.’
‘Marriage. Children. Keeping a home.’ She sighed. ‘It’s every woman’s dream.’
‘We’ll talk about this later,’ he hissed.
‘Before the wedding?’ she asked. ‘Or after?’
Someone shoot me, he thought. Please. 
Carl piped up. ‘Best get some shut-eye,’ he told them. ‘We’ve got a long night ahead.’
Jack closed his eyes. Perhaps he and Scarlet could slip away from the others when they weren’t looking. Then they would get help and make contact with Mr Doyle—providing he was still alive. Jack would close his eyes. Just for a moment… 
When he next awoke, the vehicle had stopped. Someone was shaking his arm. ‘Wake up, Jill.’ It was Tom. ‘Time to build a new nation under God.’
‘Sure.’ Cursing, Jack realised he had used his ordinary voice. Clearing his throat, he raised his pitch. ‘Let’s go.’
Scarlet was already out of the vehicle, talking to one of the men. It was cold, and Jack shivered as he climbed from the rear of the truck. The sky was clear and filled with stars. They had stopped on a road at the edge of a wood.
‘Where are we?’ he asked.
‘About a mile from the tracks,’ Mark said. ‘We’ll walk from here.’
Mark turned to the others. He told Sam and his brothers to stay with Scarlet and the vehicle. He, Tom, and Jill would set the explosives on the track. He expected they would be away for about an hour.
Jack caught Scarlet’s eye. She gave him a small nod. It communicated a whole conversation. He would have to play along with this charade until an opportunity presented itself.
William sidled up to him. ‘Be careful,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you getting hurt.’
‘Neither do I.’
William winked at him.
Jack forced a smile, but he felt like his face was breaking.
Mark lit a lamp. Tom and Jack picked up a box, and followed a narrow path through the woods. Jack could not see any life from any nearby farmhouses. The whole world was asleep.
‘Good thing you’re strong,’ Tom said.
‘Kitchen work can be hard,’ Jack replied. ‘You know…lifting all those pots.’
‘So…you got a boyfriend?’
Not again.
‘Yes,’ Jack said, a shade too forcefully. ‘We’re getting married.’
‘Married? Aren’t you a little young to get hitched?’ 
‘No.’ This was getting worse by the minute. ‘I love him. He’s the apple of my eye.’ Bazookas, Jack thought. How do girls do this?
The walk through the forest seemed to take forever. Starting up a small hill, Mark turned to Jack with an apologetic look.
‘Those guys back there are jerks,’ he said. ‘They should have been nicer to you. Especially seeing how you’ve come all this way to help.’
‘They were nice…enough.’
‘The president discovered a spy a few months back. Took him up in his airship so he could see the view.’
‘The view?’
‘From the outside. Threw him off the ship.’
‘Goodness.’
They continued traipsing through the woods, following a gentle rise until the forest thinned away. The crest of a hill lay before them.
‘I’m not getting you to set the explosives,’ Mark said. ‘This dynamite’s a little tricky.’
‘Tricky?’
‘It’s been sweating. Old dynamite leaks nitroglycerine. It could blow early if it’s not handled properly. Both of you wait here and I’ll set it.’
Mark disappeared over the rise. This was probably the time for Jack to make his break. But how was he going to escape in the dark? He couldn’t see five feet in front of himself.
‘What’s that?’ Tom whispered.
‘What’s what?’
‘That sound.’
It was a distant throbbing. At first Jack thought it was a car, but it was coming from above. It was an airship, closing in fast. Lit up on all sides, the ship was steel grey, the gondola armed with guns and cannons, and it zoomed straight over their position.
This couldn’t be a coincidence. The American flag was emblazoned on one side; the airship was a military vessel on patrol. Maybe Gabrielle and the others had gotten through to the authorities, or maybe there was a leak in Ashgrove’s network. The ship began a slow turn.
‘Run!’ Jack yelled.
He grabbed Tom and started to drag him out of sight. The boy resisted him. ‘My pa!’ he said. ‘I’ve got to save him!’
A series of shots rang out. Jack saw the figure of Mark making his way down the slope. ‘Wait here,’ Jack said. ‘I’ll look for your father.’
Jack scrambled off through the undergrowth towards the tracks. The men on the airship might have interrupted the plan to disrupt the rail network, but they had no idea about the dynamite on the tracks. Jack raced up the incline. The airship was shining a great bright light on the woods.
It was dark at the top of the ridge. Jack found the tracks by falling over them. He tried to stand, but got tangled up in his dress again. The track moved beneath him.
No. It wasn’t possible. He felt the rail line. It was vibrating, which could only mean one thing.
A train was coming.
Somehow, Mark’s group had gotten it wrong, or this was an unscheduled train. The plan may have been to use a timer to detonate the explosives, but Jack was sure a train would do the job for them. He had to get the box of explosives off the tracks—though first he had to find it.
It was black down here. Not even any moonlight. Then he glimpsed it—a hard, rectangular form silhouetted against the murkiness. Jack crept closer. Was it attached to the sleepers?
The tracks gave a high-pitched whine. The train was drawing near. A tiny light appeared in the distance and was growing larger by the second. Jack examined the box. A timer, an old-fashioned clock, was attached to the top with wires disappearing into a pile of paper-wrapped sticks, about a foot in length. It should be possible to move the bomb without detonating it, Jack thought—as long as he was careful.
Very careful.
Jack gripped the box on both sides. A smell was coming off the box. It was sickly sweet, like bananas or corn syrup. The track continued to shake. The train let out a blast on its whistle—a long, mournful sound that broke through the night like an enormous bird. Jack knew the driver could see him on the tracks now. It was useless trying to get him to stop. Too little time and not enough track.
Lifting the box, Jack felt his heart pounding like the piston of an engine. A river of sweat tangoed along his back. He carried the box one step, then two, then three steps away from the tracks.
A rush of air struck him as the train arrived. His left foot slipped and he almost tumbled down the embankment. The train thundered past like an avalanche, the noise deafening. The ground shook as the carriages clanked by, one by one, and the express disappeared into the night.
Thirty seconds passed. A minute. Two.
He had saved the train.
Jack sat the box down with a gasp. He felt sick. The candied smell from the dynamite was horrible, making his head ache.
The airship was returning. The searchlight passed over him. Jack’s legs were still shaking, but he staggered back and pointed. Look at the box. Did they understand? This is dangerous. He tried to mime, but he might as well have been dancing a jig. The airship was almost upon him.
Then a bullet ripped into the ground. Jack turned and ran. He tripped on his dress and fell. Rolled. Tried to grab hold of a branch, missed it and somersaulted out of control, slamming into a rock. Another shot rang out. 
Ka-boom!
It was as if a volcano had arrived out of nowhere. The entire top of the ridge lifted in a single eruption, sending dirt and pieces of rail in all directions. A bullet had detonated the dynamite.
With debris raining down around him, Jack struggled to his feet and ran, still deafened by the blast. Branches slapped at him, tore at his face. A low ringing sound filled his head. He raced past the darkened trees. Tripped. Fell again. He picked himself up. The airship’s lights had gone out in the explosion. The vessel plummeted out of sight on the other side of the hill. Fragments of rock and track must have punctured the balloon, releasing the combustible hydrogen. The sound of a crash followed.
Somehow, the airship did not explode. The men on board were lucky to have not met a fiery end. Jack checked his petticoat. Good. He still had the Whip of Fire. The ringing in his ears began to subside.
‘Jill!’
The voice was so close that he almost jumped into the air.
‘Mark?’
Mark and Tom loomed in the darkness, catching Jack in the glow of their lantern. He was about to run when Mark slapped his shoulder. ‘You clever girl,’ Mark was saying. ‘Did you cause the dynamite to blow? Did the Northerners move it off the tracks?’
‘Yes. They moved it…and I…’ 
‘How did you set it off?’ Mark asked. ‘Was it a rock? Did you throw a rock at the dynamite?’
‘Yes…a rock…’ 
‘What a girl!’ Mark said, clapping his hands together with excitement. ‘Wait’ll I tell the others.’
He pushed Jack and Tom forward, and the three of them made their way through the forest where they encountered the road and their steamtruck parked down a hill. Mark waved them into the vehicle. Jack was relieved to see Scarlet was already on it, waiting for him. The vehicle started.
Mark spent the next few minutes telling his story. They had become separated in the dark. The airship had chased Mark and his son through the forest. ‘And Jill,’ Mark said enthusiastically, ‘went back to set off the dynamite!’
Jack shot Scarlet a glance. I’ll explain later. 
Scarlet gave him an enthusiastic hug. ‘Well done,’ she said. ‘You’ve struck a blow for freedom.’
‘I’m man enough to admit when I’m wrong,’ Carl said. ‘I was wrong about you, Jill. You’ve got the courage of a Southerner. No doubt about it.’
‘Thanks. I’m…proud to be here.’
William grinned. ‘You’re a girl in a million,’ he told Jack. ‘You’ll make a fine wife one day.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
They drove all night, arriving as the sun rose at another Ashgrove estate. Sam explained to Jack and Scarlet how the leader kept changing locations so the authorities could not track him down. All the drivers had cover stories in the unlikely event of being stopped and questioned. 
Like Ashgrove’s other properties, this house was huge, flanked by two enormous barns. Jack wondered if one of them contained the Excalibur.
Is Olinka Slate being held prisoner here?
The steamtruck headed past the house towards a hill—and, to Jack’s surprise, drove straight into it! The entrance had been camouflaged with a mottled green curtain. The vehicle continued into an underground cavern, an assembly area for the SLA, filled with other trucks. Flags covered the walls. An alcove was crowded with people eating around long timber tables. Some were laughing. A few were cheering.
‘Let’s get some chow!’ Mark said as they climbed from the truck.
As their group merged with the crowd, Jack and Scarlet managed to slip away. The last thing Jack wanted was to be surrounded by a table of men praising his exploits.
‘What on earth happened back there?’ Scarlet asked as soon as they were out of sight.
Jack explained. ‘They thought I was some sort of heroine,’ he added.
‘You’ve won several hearts tonight.’ Scarlet smiled. ‘Don’t turn your back on love when it calls…’ 
‘You are truly rotten.’
‘Just letting you know what it’s like being a woman.’ 
‘I get the idea. It’s hell.’ Jack scowled. ‘Let’s find Mr Slate and the meteorite. But first I’ve got to get out of this dress. This petticoat is killing me.’
Escaping proved difficult. There was a team of security guards positioned around the doors. ‘Where are you going?’ one asked.
‘Outside,’ Scarlet said. ‘We need some fresh air.’
‘Not now. There are Air Force patrols searching the area. No-one is allowed outside unless they’re on official business.’
They returned to the throng in the underground shelter. People were everywhere, eating and celebrating. A few, however, seemed despondent. Maybe their missions had failed, or perhaps they were only now realising the path they had taken—treason against their own nation. 
Jack and Scarlet sat near a man at a small table. He peered gloomily at his cup of coffee.
‘Bad night?’ Scarlet asked.
‘Who wants to know?’
‘We had a pretty rough time of it.’ Scarlet pretended not to notice the stranger’s animosity. ‘We were able to destroy a train line, but an airship attacked us and we were almost caught.’
‘There was a road.’ The man stared into the distance. ‘We had to block it so we cut down a few trees. Everything was fine, but then a car came racing around the corner. A family was inside…’ 
The man stopped talking, tears in his eyes.
‘There’s food at the tables,’ Scarlet said gently. ‘Try to keep up your strength.’
Moving on, Scarlet nudged Jack, pointing out a woman with grey hair who was clearing plates onto a trolley. She was taking them back to a kitchen.
‘Kitchens need water to operate,’ Scarlet said. ‘As well as exhaust systems to take away fumes.’
They got up and helped to stack dishes onto the trolley. The woman, black rings under her eyes, thanked them for their help. When the trolley was almost full, they grabbed another pile of dishes and headed towards a side passage that opened onto an area where more women were preparing food. One glanced up at them and pointed to an enormous heap of metal plates and cups next to a sink. ‘Over there,’ she said. ‘They’re piling up faster than we can wash ’em.’
Jack and Scarlet started cleaning. Within minutes they had spotted another doorway. When no-one was watching, they snuck through it. Cold air flowed towards them.
They turned a corner and found a grilled gate. It was locked, but Scarlet had a piece of wire on her and had it open in seconds. Now they were in a small cave on the side of a hill. Beyond a low rise was the roof of a house.
‘We should get out of here,’ Jack said. ‘Try to find a way back to Mr Doyle.’ Assuming he’s still alive, he thought.
‘We can’t do that,’ Scarlet protested. ‘Not yet. We promised Gabrielle we’d complete her mission.’
Scarlet was right. Gabrielle could be dead by now, but a promise was a promise. And the meteorite and Mr Slate could not be left in Ashgrove’s hands.
But how were they going to get in the house?
‘Wait here,’ Scarlet said.
She spun around and went back down the corridor, returning a few minutes later with a pencil and paper in hand.
‘What are they for?’ Jack asked.
Without answering, she wrote on the paper ‘President Ashgrove’ and folded it so the words were showing. ‘We’ll pretend to be delivering a message,’ she said. ‘It should get us past security.’
‘And if it doesn’t?’
She fluttered her eyes. ‘There’s always William.’
They marched down the slope to a trail leading towards the estate. Rounding a bend, they reached a checkpoint. Scarlet gave the guards a nod and flashed the note at them.
‘Message for President Ashgrove.’
Jack almost fell over. Scarlet had a perfect American accent.
‘We’ll deliver it.’ The guard went to take it from her. 
‘We were ordered to put it in his hands ourselves,’ Scarlet said.
‘No-one sees the president.’
‘Do you want to get into trouble? This information is vitally important.’
The guards exchanged glances. Without waiting for a reply, Scarlet pushed them out of the way, and Jack gave them an embarrassed glance as he hurried after her. 
Out of earshot, Scarlet gripped his arm. ‘That was probably the most terrifying thing I have ever done,’ she said. ‘I may pass out.’
‘You didn’t look nervous at all!’ he said. ‘And where did you get that accent?’
‘It’s in the workbooks Mr Doyle gave us. Haven’t you been listening to your gramophone records?’
Jack reddened. ‘Uh, not lately.’
‘Not ever, more like it!’
‘You’re sounding more and more like Miss Bloxley.’ 
‘You’re looking more and more like Miss Bloxley!’ 
Ashgrove’s military commanders, waiting for instructions, were stationed around the house, makeshift SLA flags pinned to their jackets. Jack and Scarlet strode past them as if they were on official business. A wide staircase rose before them. If Ashgrove was a creature of habit—and he appeared to be—then Olinka Slate would be kept in the basement.
‘What are you doing here?’ a voice demanded.
A man with silver hair and a dark beard had come out of a room and now glared at them suspiciously.
‘We’ve got a message for the President,’ Scarlet said. 
‘Who’s it from?’
Scarlet didn’t hesitate. ‘Mr Smith.’
‘I’ll take that to him. Wait here.’
Jack felt faint. The man took the paper from Scarlet and disappeared into the room, closing the door behind him. Jack and Scarlet shot a look at each other and bolted for the door under the stairs. Locked! Scarlet produced her piece of wire and went to work on it.
Come on, Jack thought. Open. Open!
The door clicked just as they heard footsteps approaching. They hurtled through, pulling it shut behind them. Voices came from the corridor.
‘The girls were here a minute ago!’
‘But there’s nothing on this damn paper!’ It was Ashgrove. ‘This might be important! Find them!’
Jack and Scarlet hurried down the stairs. The basement was enormous, empty except for a broken chair leaning against a wall. Was there a door leading to a secret chamber? It was hard to see; a single gas lamp barely penetrated the gloom.
‘Check the walls,’ Jack said, pounding on the stonework. The men upstairs could come charging in at any moment.
There had to be a secret door. There had to be!
‘Here it is!’ Scarlet hissed.
It was in full view under the stairs!
A voice reverberated from above. ‘Could they be down here?’
Easing the door shut behind them, they raced down the uneven passageway. Jack fell over his dress and went sprawling.
Damn dress!
The room ahead was dark. If the inventor wasn’t here… 
‘It’s you!’
‘Mr Slate!’
‘How did you find me?’ Olinka Slate sat despondently on a stool in a chamber even darker and more gloomy than the other basement. ‘The grime in this place is terrible. I dread to think of the germs…’ 
‘There’s no time for that,’ Jack said. ‘Ashgrove and his men will be here in a minute.’ The inventor had a manacle around his leg. ‘How are we going to get you out of here?’
‘Do you have the Whip of Fire?’
‘Yes!’
Jack had forgotten all about it and now shivered as he remembered the stone’s terrible hypnotic effect. He retrieved the weapon from his petticoat and handed it over.
Mr Slate manipulated the control and within seconds a small arc of electricity hit the chain. A metallic smell filled the chamber and the chain melted to nothing. 
Scarlet examined the inventor’s face. ‘Your cheek—’ 
‘It’s nothing.’ A black bruise surrounded his eye. ‘Charles Ashgrove tried to force me to finish my work on the Excalibur’s weapon. I refused.’
‘We have to get out of here.’
Slate pointed to a metal door on the other side of the room. ‘That’s how I got here,’ he said. ‘It leads to the barn.’
Jack and Scarlet almost dragged the inventor to the door. Footsteps clattered down the passageway behind them. Slate closed the metal door, pausing in the threshold.
‘Mr Slate!’ Jack said. ‘We’ve got to—’ 
‘Just a moment.’ The man focused his device on the lock and it fused. ‘That should slow them down.’
They ran along the corridor. Someone struggled to open the door behind them, shouting and hammering with frustration. A ladder stood at the far end. Mr Slate and Scarlet went first, opening a trapdoor at the top. Jack went next. He came out into a barn containing a steamtruck.
‘Mr Slate,’ Scarlet said. ‘Can you drive that?’
‘Certainly.’
Jack touched the bonnet. It was cold. There was no way they could heat the boiler in time.
‘We’ll have to run for it,’ he said.
‘I’ll make it work,’ Slate insisted, directing them to the cabin. ‘It’s impossible to cheat the laws of physics, but we can help them along.’
Pulling out the Whip of Fire, he manipulated a switch and touched it to the boiler. Within seconds, Jack heard the familiar rumble.
‘Instant boiling water.’ Slate climbed in behind the wheel. ‘Now, let’s leave this terrible place.’
Yelling came from outside. The barn doors crept open, but Slate already had a foot on the accelerator. The steamtruck jumped and they smashed through the timber doors, sending men flying in all directions. Shots rang out.
‘That way!’ Jack pointed.
They followed the road away from the house. Jack spotted two men at the checkpoint, guns raised.
‘Down!’ Scarlet yelled.
They took cover as the men opened fire. Bullets shattered the windscreen. The vehicle hit something—presumably one of the men—but kept going.
Jack peered over the bonnet. He could not see any more checkpoints. They were safe.
‘I think we’ve done it.’
Slate grimaced. ‘I’m afraid Charles Ashgrove is most resourceful. It’s only a matter of time before he catches up with us.’
They reached a road but within minutes two other vehicles appeared in the rear-view mirror. They were T77 Steamtrucks, barrel-shaped with short chimneys above the cab. Mr Slate steered with one hand as he manipulated the controls of the weapon. ‘I’ve altered the charge for wide dispersal. Just aim and fire.’
Jack leaned out the window. Another shot rang out. The steamtruck weaved and Jack almost lost his grip on the weapon. Steadying his aim, he pulled the trigger. At first nothing happened, and then an arc of electricity surged from one end, cutting through the rear of their steamtruck, which fell away and crashed onto the road.
‘Oops,’ Jack said.
The T77s swerved around the debris.
‘Did you get them, Jack?’ Scarlet yelled.
‘Uh, not yet.’
Jack steadied himself at the window. He took careful aim, pulled the trigger again and this time a beam of light slammed into the engine of the truck behind them. It exploded, sending pieces everywhere. The vehicle veered off the road and rolled.
‘That sounds like victory!’ Mr Slate yelled.
Before Jack could respond, the second steamtruck accelerated and more shots rang out. He heard a bang and the truck shuddered.
‘That was one of our tyres!’ he said.
Mr Slate gave a cry as the truck swerved towards an embankment, catapulted over it and bounced down a slope towards a river. Jack almost fell out the window, but Scarlet dragged him back.
They watched in horror as Mr Slate struggled for control. He almost had it—then something under the truck snapped. The steamtruck swung to one side and flipped into the river.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
How many times have I almost drowned? Jack thought, choking on a mouthful of river. At least Bertha’s not with us this time!
The cabin was upside down. Catching a glimpse of Scarlet, he heard her cry, ‘Mr Slate! Where is he?’
Slate was trapped underwater. They dragged him out through the smashed windscreen, surfacing a short distance away.
‘We’ve got to get out of here!’ Jack said.
‘629,145 is divisible by 3,’ the inventor coughed. ‘As is 514,821.’
‘I’ll remember that,’ Jack said.
‘Do you still have the weapon?’ Scarlet asked Jack. 
Bazookas!
Jack had dropped it when the truck crashed. He dived back into the cabin. The collision had stirred up the dirt at the bottom of the river and visibility was poor. Jack’s hands raked the bottom of the cabin. Where was the Whip of Fire?
He climbed back through the shattered windscreen into the river. The water was flowing quickly through here. Could the Whip of Fire have been dragged away by the current? He felt about on the river bottom. The water cleared momentarily and he spotted something poking from the bottom, a wand-shaped device made of bronze. 
The Whip of Fire!
Back to the surface and gasping for breath, Jack joined Scarlet and Slate on the riverbank. He had only just evacuated a fish from his petticoat when men appeared on the hill.
Pressing the button on the weapon, Jack spent a few anxious seconds waiting for it to build a charge. Then it fired a crackling whip of electricity at the hillside, carving a deep channel into the earth. The men shrieked and ran away.
‘Well done,’ Mr Slate coughed.
‘Let’s move,’ Scarlet said. ‘Come on!’
They grabbed the scientist and hurried along the stony bank. After about a mile the river became shallow and they crossed with water up to their knees. Jack couldn’t see the men in pursuit, but he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his belly. They won’t give up. 
‘I want to thank you both,’ Mr Slate said, breaking the silence.
‘For what?’ Scarlet said. ‘We haven’t done anything.’ 
The inventor laughed. ‘You saved me from Charles Ashgrove. You broke me free from that filthy jail. If not for you, I would have been imprisoned forever.’
‘Glad we could help,’ Jack said.
‘I spent my days in confinement pacing,’ Slate said. ‘I walked 22,364 steps in the first prison, 4334 in the second and…’ 
‘Do you ever lose count?’ Scarlet asked.
‘Never,’ Slate said. ‘It helps me keep the world under control. I have taken 429 paces since we escaped the overturned truck. Make that 430. 431…’ 
‘I get the idea,’ Jack said.
‘It must be difficult for you,’ Scarlet said.
Olinka Slate gave her a wan smile. ‘I think it must be hard for everyone else. How can you live without dividing your food into equal portions? Without knowing the distance from one place to another? Without guarding yourself against germs?’
‘You have an incredible mind,’ Jack said. ‘How do you come up with such inventions?’
‘I focus on a problem until a patch of light forms in my vision. It is as if my whole brain is working in perfect harmony. The invention appears in my mind. Every part of it. Every function required to make it operate.’
‘That’s amazing.’
‘The Whip of Fire should have provided free energy. Instead it has brought only misery.’
‘That’s not your fault.’
‘Someone has to pay for what has happened.’
‘Someone will.’ Scarlet’s face darkened. ‘Charles Ashgrove.’
They reached a forest by the side of the river. Its canopy was thick and green. It would provide cover if Ashgrove sent airships out looking for them. But no-one was following them. Could they have lost their pursuers? 
‘I’m not sure that life can always be measured,’ Scarlet said to Mr Slate. ‘Some parts of it are just too big.’ 
‘I know what you mean,’ the inventor replied. ‘Those parts scare me.’
‘In the Brinkie Buckeridge novels, she says that “We can’t choose the path we walk, but we can choose how we walk.”’
‘I remember that,’ Jack said.
Scarlet turned to him. ‘You’ve been reading it?’
‘Of course.’
‘Well, what do you think?’
Jack sighed. ‘It’s good.’
‘Only good?’
‘Well, there’s a lot of flexing of pectoral muscles. Waxy Dugalot does it every chance he gets.’
‘It’s Wilbur Dusseldorf,’ Scarlet corrected him, pouting.
‘He seems to have them all over the place,’ Jack said. ‘And if Blinkie’s not punching men, she’s kissing them.’ 
‘So what?’
‘And some of it is hard to believe.’ Jack rolled his eyes. ‘I mean, she just turned a washing machine into a steam engine. How silly is that?’
‘Not silly at all,’ Mr Slate said. ‘I’ve done that myself.’
Jack stared at him. ‘Really?’
‘Of course. One must be resourceful when resources are limited.’
Scarlet poked out her tongue and they trudged on in silence. Jack wondered how they must look, bedraggled, their clothing filthy and shredded. He had lost his sunflower hat in the river—not that it was any great loss. Scarlet had retained her hat, but her hair poked out from under it like an old broom. They reached a dirt road.
‘Do you think we’re still on Ashgrove’s estate?’ Jack asked.
‘I’m not sure,’ Mr Slate said. ‘He owns so much land it’s hard to tell where his territory ends and the real world begins.’
Jack was starving again. He wished he had his green coat. The beef jerky in the pocket was barely edible, but now his mouth watered at the thought of it. 
The drone of a steamtruck came from further up the road. They took cover as it trundled past. Inside, the men were carrying guns. Jack did not move a muscle until the sound of the vehicle faded.
‘8,821,377 is divisible by 3,’ Mr Slate said.
‘Why is the number three so important to you?’ Jack asked.
‘I don’t know. I’ve always had a funny feeling that it’s holding the universe together…’ 
‘I thought there was a glue for that.’
Scarlet interrupted. ‘I suggest we cut through the forest until we reach the other side. Ashgrove’s estate can’t stretch on forever.’
They crossed the road to the forest. It was a beautiful landscape. Birds whistled in the undergrowth. A small animal scampered under a fallen log. America really was an attractive place. Jack would have loved being there under different circumstances. After a few minutes, they heard a distant drone and ducked beneath the canopy. A navy airship passed overhead.
‘They must be searching the entire countryside,’ Mr Slate said.
Scarlet said, ‘We must get clear of this forest to get their attention.’
‘Just as long as Ashgrove’s men don’t see us first.’ 
They kept walking. The ground was uneven and crisscrossed with small streams. Jack suddenly realised how exhausted he felt. Every minute of the past few days had been spent either running for his life or trying to save Mr Slate. He exchanged glances with Scarlet.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked.
‘I’m fine,’ he said, although he didn’t feel it. ‘The sooner we’re out of here, the better.’
Meeting another road, Jack heard a familiar drone from above.
‘It’s an airship!’
The huge grey balloon passed overhead. They ran out into the road, waving their arms, but the airship sailed on.
‘Stay where you are!’ a voice yelled.
Two men burst from the forest, guns trained on them. One had a thick moustache. The other wore a patch over one eye. Jack reached for the Whip of Fire. 
‘Don’t even think about it!’ Moustache yelled. ‘One move and you’re dead.’
He ordered them to their knees and Patch searched them. The weapon was taken. ‘The President will be glad to see this,’ Patch said.
Jack felt like bursting into tears. They had come so close to escaping. Now two vehicles rumbled down the road towards them and stopped. A group of men climbed from the first truck. They congratulated one another before laughing at the sight of Jack in his dress. 
A bearded man stepped from the second vehicle’s cabin. He was tall and wore glasses. ‘You’ve got them! Good!’ He slapped his hands together. ‘I need them in the back of my truck, handcuffed and ready for interrogation.’
‘We’re taking them in,’ a man from the group said sullenly. ‘These are our prisoners.’
‘Not anymore. I’ve got orders from the president to deliver them to him personally.’
The men exchanged glances. ‘It’s the first we’ve heard of it.’
‘Are you carrying your identity cards?’ the newcomer asked.
‘Identity cards?’
‘You don’t have identity cards?’ The man stared at the group as if they were stupid. ‘Northerners have infiltrated our ranks. Every man is being issued with an identity card. You’ll be shot on sight if you’re not carrying one.’ He produced a card. ‘I have mine. Where are yours?’
‘We don’t have them,’ one of the men said.
‘Then hightail it back to headquarters and get them! But I need these prisoners in my vehicle quick smart. And that weapon of theirs.’
Jack, Scarlet and Mr Slate climbed into the rear of his truck. The driver laughed as they sat down miserably on the benches.
‘The president is gonna be real pleased to see you!’ He slammed the door shut. ‘I hear they’ve brought back hanging!’
Jack heard the newcomer giving instructions to the other men before starting the vehicle. Jack kept his face unmoving before the others. Mr Slate looked worried, and while Scarlet held her head high, her bottom lip trembled.
Mr Slate would be all right—if being held captive by Ashgrove could be considered all right—but Jack wasn’t so sure about himself and Scarlet. He kept thinking about the driver’s last comment. They’ve brought back hanging. Jack swallowed hard.
What would Mr Doyle do?
Jack tried to think, but his mind was frozen. His thoughts strayed to his parents. One winter, the circus had gone through a bad patch when a customer had been injured by one of the lions. The entire troupe had been forbidden to leave town until the investigation was completed. After a week they began running out of food. Jack remembered how his father put an arm around him one night before bed.
‘Tough times don’t last,’ he’d said. ‘Only tough people.’
The next day, the police cleared the circus of any wrongdoing and they were allowed to continue on their way.
I’ll try to stay strong, Jack thought. No matter what. 
The truck picked up speed. It bounced along the road again for several minutes until it again drew to a halt. Jack caught Scarlet’s eye. She gave him a small nod. The same thought had occurred to her. The driver is going to dispose of us. 
Jack made up his mind. If the end was imminent, he would throw himself at the man in the glasses as a diversion, giving the others the chance to run. At least Scarlet and Mr Slate might survive. Worried Mr Slate might blame himself, Jack recounted his father’s words. 
‘It sounds like your father was a wise man,’ Mr Slate said.
But before anything more could be said, the canvas was pulled back and the driver peered in. He studied Mr Slate, then turned his attention to Jack and Scarlet. 
‘It’s a delight to see you both,’ he said. ‘Would you like some cheese?’
The face was different, but the voice belonged to someone they knew well.
‘Mr Doyle!’ Jack cried.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
Jack had never been so exhausted, but somehow he managed to describe everything that had happened over the last few days as they bounced down the road in the truck. Scarlet interjected here and there with vital points while Olinka Slate filled in the gaps. Mr Doyle produced some beef jerky and handed it around.
‘I was completely lost after the battle,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Somehow I had ended up on the far side of the valley. I saw Ashgrove’s airship come in to land. At first I thought it was a navy ship coming to rescue us. Then I realised who it was. I tried to get to you in time, but he took off too quickly.’
‘We worried you had been killed,’ Jack said.
The detective gave him a smile. ‘It’ll take more than a man like Ashgrove to finish me off.’ He continued, ‘The escapees from the ammunitions factory are alive. Thanks to you. They abandoned their ship before it was destroyed by Ashgrove and took refuge in a cave until night fell. Then they escaped and made contact with the authorities.’
Olinka Slate had been listening to the exchange in silence. Jack was sure he found it hard to believe this rough-looking man in the glasses and beard was actually Britain’s greatest detective. ‘But your voice,’ the inventor frowned. ‘Your clothing…’ 
‘My clothing is just clothing,’ Mr Doyle laughed. ‘And I have had some practice in copying accents.’
‘Jack wears women’s clothing. Do you also…?’
‘Only when necessary,’ the detective assured him. ‘By the way, my boy, you look most fetching in that dress.’ 
‘Mr Doyle!’
‘Just a little joke.’ Mr Doyle popped a piece of cheese into his mouth. ‘I once dressed as a postal box while keeping a house under surveillance. I was forced to consume three letters and an airmail parcel before arresting the evildoer.’
‘But how did you find us?’ Jack asked.
‘How do I do anything?’ The detective smiled. ‘Logic and deduction—and some luck! I asked the US authorities to show me a map indicating the locations of properties owned by Charles Ashgrove. I made some educated guesses about other pieces of real estate that Ashgrove may have owned under other names. I had checked three of them before I found you.’
‘But what about your identity card?’
‘Oh that.’ The detective pulled the card from his pocket. ‘It’s my library card. I’ve always said that education saves lives. There’s your evidence!’
‘Oh!’ Jack remembered. ‘What about Gabrielle? And the city? And…’ 
‘Never fear, my boy. Gabrielle Smith is alive and well. She was in hospital the last time I saw her, but I’m sure she’s up and about now. She says she owes her life to you. Washington stands. Some people were killed by Ashgrove’s rebels, but the city is faring well.’
‘I hope it remains that way,’ Mr Slate murmured. 
It was late in the day and the sun was low by the time they reached the outskirts of the capital. Olinka Slate continued to count under his breath, stroking his chin while he divided numbers by three.
They drove through districts filled with red-brick apartment blocks, stopping at a large park. It looked like the entire United States Airborne Navy had taken over the area. Countless airships and the sleek air brigade were in a state of readiness—their boilers were fuelled, spewing steam and smoke everywhere. They may have been tethered, but their crews were aboard and ready to depart.
‘Where are we going?’ Jack asked.
‘To see the man in charge of military operations,’ Mr Doyle replied. ‘Colonel Coolidge has been waiting for a breakthrough and you’re it. But first I have some of your clothing in a bag.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Unless you’d prefer to stay in your dress.’
‘Mr Doyle!’
Ducking into two tents, Jack and Scarlet emerged minutes later in fresh clothing. Scarlet wore a green day dress with a black leather bustier. She had brought her red hair back under control. Jack had on his blue-and-white striped shirt, dark trousers and his green coat. It was great having his coat back! He felt the pockets. The locket and the compass were safely inside.
‘You might be right about women wearing trousers,’ he said to Scarlet. ‘They might really take off one day.’ 
‘Am I ever wrong?’ she teased.
Colonel Coolidge welcomed them into the command tent. He was a dapper-looking man with a round face, a receding hairline and a spring in his step that belied his age. He listened intently while Jack and Scarlet explained their ordeal, producing a map for them to pinpoint Charles Ashgrove’s location. Within minutes the colonel was barking orders to his subordinates.
Jack left the tent and watched the makeshift airbase spring to life. Steam billowed across the field. The vessels took to the skies. There were so many of them that Jack almost expected them to collide, but they moved like a massive flock of silver birds, tip to tip, into the distance.
Mr Doyle arranged a meal of steak and vegetables. After this, camp beds were found in a tent. Jack climbed under a blanket and said a bleary goodnight to Scarlet, who was already asleep.
Jack slept like the dead until a chorus of sound woke him. It was now early morning, the sky powder blue. He staggered from the tent to find the fleet returning to base. Men were grabbing landing lines and tying them to the ground. Others were yelling orders. Jack could not see any damage to the vessels.
They spotted the colonel’s tent. Mr Doyle, Slate, Scarlet and a group of men were assembled around a map on the wall.
‘Jack,’ Mr Doyle greeted him. ‘You’re just in time.’ 
‘Did they catch Ashgrove?’
‘We have good and bad news,’ Colonel Coolidge said. ‘The fleet attacked the base and encountered some resistance. We lost about five ships, but we think we’ve captured most of Ashgrove’s makeshift army.’
‘That’s fantastic.’
‘It’s a mixed victory. Most of them are not military people at all. They’re ordinary men and women who are disillusioned with the government. It’s amazing they didn’t blow themselves up when they attacked the rails and roads around Washington.’ The colonel paused. ‘We have not caught Charles Ashgrove or the Chameleon.’
‘Or found the Excalibur,’ Mr Slate added.
‘That is unfortunate,’ Scarlet said. ‘They must have left after we escaped.’
‘We believe they did,’ the colonel said. ‘They realised the gig was up and ran while they could, leaving most of their army behind.’
‘What will happen now?’ Jack asked.
‘We have upset Ashgrove’s plans,’ Coolidge said. ‘Forced him to rethink his plot.’
‘Unfortunately he has the Excalibur,’ Mr Slate said, ‘with the larger Whip of Fire on board.’
‘How destructive is the airship?’ Mr Doyle asked. 
‘Excalibur’s not too different to any other airship, but the Whip of Fire makes it deadly. Jack and Scarlet rescued me before the device could be calibrated.’
‘So it is unfinished?’
‘It’s hard to say how effective it will be in its current state as it’s largely untested. It won’t build up a full charge, but the meteorite is a hundred times larger than the piece Jack retrieved. It could still cause untold damage.’
‘Then we must destroy the Excalibur,’ Colonel Coolidge said gravely, ‘before it destroys us.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
Washington was a ghost town. A full day had passed since the fleet’s return to base. After a quick breakfast, Mr Doyle had loaded Jack, Scarlet and Olinka Slate into the car to drive through Washington. The sky was clear and bright, the air crisp and cool.
Jack had been in the heart of the city only a few days earlier, but it had completely changed. The streets were deserted. The parks and malls were empty. The roads free of traffic. Some people, however, had refused to leave—shopkeepers who were boarding up their businesses or armed residents ready to guard their homes. 
‘Those guns will do little,’ Mr Slate said. ‘The Excalibur is capable of levelling a city block in seconds.’ 
The scientist had fallen into a black mood. He felt responsible for all that had happened. He had tried eating a steak for dinner, but instead cut it into hundreds of pieces before throwing it out. Then he had started reciting his numbers.
‘You must not blame yourself,’ Scarlet said. ‘You can’t control how your invention is used.’
‘Possibly the world is not ready for this sort of power.’
‘You can’t think of any way to stop the ship?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘I have wracked my brain,’ Slate said. ‘I know the colonel is thinking about ramming it out of the sky with airships, but I do not believe it will work. The repulsor field generated by the Whip of Fire will deflect anything that comes near.’
‘It sounds like the perfect weapon,’ said Mr Doyle. 
‘It was supposed to be the perfect power source.’ 
They travelled in silence to a building on the West Side of Washington. The top three floors were occupied by the Secret Service. A meeting had been arranged between Olinka Slate and Nick Brownlow, the head of the Washington section.
‘We may see an old friend here,’ Mr Doyle said as they stepped into the elevator.
Jack started. ‘You don’t mean..?’
They exited to find themselves in an office with people clustered around a map spread out on a table.
‘Gabrielle!’
‘Jack! Scarlet!’ Her arm and shoulder were bandaged, but she still managed to race over and hug them. Nick Brownlow introduced himself. He was a tall, thin man with a friendly face. When Gabrielle explained how Jack and Scarlet had saved her from Ashgrove’s jail, the whole Secret Service team cheered.
‘Is there an update on the Excalibur?’ Mr Slate asked.
‘Not yet,’ Mr Brownlow said. ‘We have observers surrounding the city. They will contact us the minute they see anything.’
‘You have a smaller version of Ashgrove’s weapon,’ Mr Doyle said to the inventor. ‘Could that be used to bring down the Excalibur?’
‘I have been thinking about that,’ Mr Slate admitted. ‘If the smaller weapon were fired at the Excalibur, it might cause some damage. The problem is that the correct calibration would need to be found. A person would never survive that long in a battle with the airship.’ 
‘That’s unfortunate.’
‘It couldn’t be set to work automatically?’ Scarlet asked.
Mr Slate smiled sadly, and shook his head.
‘Where is the president?’ Mr Doyle asked. ‘Has he been moved out of Washington?’
‘President Craig wants everything to appear business-as-usual,’ Nick Brownlow said. ‘The first lady had already arranged a fundraiser for orphans. They didn’t want to cancel it.’
‘Where is it?’
‘Georgetown. A stately residence called Tudor Place.’ 
Mr Doyle suggested to Jack and Scarlet that they go to the roof. Half-a-dozen airships were tethered to the building. Men stood around waiting for orders, while others slept on bunk beds under improvised shelters.
‘Many of these men have been in a state of readiness for days,’ Mr Doyle said, taking out a piece of cheese and chewing on it.
‘They look either tired or bored,’ Jack said.
‘I’m afraid war is a little like that.’
‘You seem rather quiet,’ Scarlet said to Mr Doyle. 
‘There are aspects of this case that baffle me,’ the detective admitted. ‘The first is the involvement of the Chameleon.’
‘But don’t we know already?’ Scarlet said. ‘Charles Ashgrove wanted him to kill the President.’
‘And since then Ashgrove’s whole focus has shifted to attacking Washington. Why? Charles Ashgrove wants to create a new nation. Attacking its people does not make sense. Why is he so intent on destroying the city?’ 
‘Maybe he’s lost his mind,’ Jack suggested.
‘Well, let’s hope he finds it again—before it’s too late!’
One of the signalmen started waving his flags. Within seconds, he sent someone racing down the stairs. Jack and the others followed him to find a messenger whispering a report to Gabrielle.
She turned to them. ‘The Excalibur has been sighted,’ she said. ‘It’s about twenty miles out of town and heading this way.’ She wrote something on a sheet of paper and handed it to Olinka Slate. ‘This is a safe address. You must go there at once.’
‘I can’t run away from this,’ Slate said. ‘My invention has already caused enough damage.’
‘You’re not running away,’ Gabrielle said. ‘We must keep you out of harm’s way in case our efforts here fail.’ 
Jack, Scarlet and Mr Doyle accompanied Slate as they left the building. Slate had started dividing numbers of three again, but stopped a little way down the street. He peered into the window of a shop that sold diving gear. He seemed transfixed.
Jack was worried the inventor was having a strange episode. ‘Mr Slate?’
‘Of course,’ the man murmured. ‘That would be ideal.’
‘What is it, Mr Slate?’ Scarlet asked.
‘A diving suit.’ He pointed at a costume with a metal helmet the size of a goldfish bowl. A glass face-plate was bolted to the front. It attached to a bulky black rubber suit. ‘It would afford a certain amount of protection from the electrical blast of the Whip of Fire.’
‘Didn’t you say it would take too long to find the right frequency?’ Mr Doyle said.
‘A rubber suit might give the wearer enough time to calibrate the device.’ He stepped back from the glass. ‘We must find the owner of this shop and ask him for permission to borrow one of his suits.’
‘Or we can smash the glass and steal it,’ Mr Doyle said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a spanner and hurled it through the window.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
They hauled the diving suit out of the front window and dressed Mr Slate in it.
‘My goodness,’ Scarlet said. ‘You look like a Shar Pei.’
‘A what?’ Jack asked.
‘One of those little dogs with all the folds of skin.’ 
At the inventor’s insistence, Jack raced upstairs and told Gabrielle to delay the attack on the Excalibur as Mr Slate would be heading off the airship on the outskirts of the city. Gabrielle gave them directions.
Jack climbed into the steamcar with the others and they took off. Olinka Slate pushed up the face-plate to better breathe, murmuring calculations. Before he had lapsed into a funk, and now he had come back to life. With the Whip of Fire in his hand, he was ascertaining the best setting for the attack.
‘Look!’ Scarlet cried.
Passing between two buildings, she pointed at a single airship on the horizon. It could only have been the Excalibur. It was like a missile on a collision course with Washington. Above it, the sky had already begun to darken as electricity danced from cloud to cloud. Mr Doyle pushed his foot down on the accelerator and they raced around a corner.
‘We’re in luck,’ Slate said. ‘It hasn’t begun its attack.’ 
Mr Doyle pulled up at the outskirts of the city. Jack thought that, dressed in his diving gear, the inventor looked like a Martian. It was a good thing the street was deserted.
‘I need a tall building,’ Mr Slate said. ‘That one will suffice.’
He pointed to a six-storey red-brick structure nestled among similar blocks. They followed Slate into the lobby and found an elevator. The inventor shook hands with Jack and the others as they ascended. ‘I must really thank you all for everything,’ he said to Mr Doyle. ‘I would have died in the clutches of that horrible man if Jack and Scarlet had not saved me. They are a credit to you and your training.’
‘I’m fortunate to have them at my side,’ Mr Doyle said.
It all sounded terribly final to Jack. ‘You’ll be all right, Mr Slate. Just remember, tough times don’t last…’ 
‘…only tough people.’ Mr Slate smiled at him. ‘I’ll remember that.’
The elevator leaked steam as it reached the top floor. They made their way to the roof. Jack immediately noticed the change in atmosphere—it was the same electrical charge they had felt on the battlefield. Scarlet’s hair began to frizz, making her look like a fluffy red cat. 
A small section of the sky over Washington turned black as the airship grew closer. Lightning raced along the underside of clouds like mischievous imps. The wind picked up and a blast of air almost pushed them over. A storm was coming. A big one.
‘You must go now!’ Slate yelled. ‘I will fire from here.’ 
‘Are you sure?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘It has to be this way.’
The airship was now only a few hundred feet away. Beneath it hung an antenna. Slate crossed to the middle of the roof, stumbling a little because of the bulk. He looked very alone, a small man in a strange oversized suit. Jack felt a shiver of fear as he watched him adjust the control of the Whip of Fire.
Then the Excalibur abruptly changed course. They’ve spotted him, Jack thought. The vessel gained speed and veered towards the roof. A burst of electricity danced around the antenna. Bright red, it coiled like a snake, then lashed out from the craft and arced across the sky. There was no time to act. No time to move. The bolt struck the roof with an enormous explosion. 
Ka-boom!
Jack, Scarlet and Mr Doyle were thrown down the stairs, landing in a heap at the bottom.
‘Dear God!’ Mr Doyle cried, rubbing the back of his head.
Jack scrambled to his feet. ‘Mr Slate needs our help!’ 
‘No! Jack, don’t…’ 
But Jack had already bounded up the stairs. He pushed open what remained of the door and stared out on a sight of total devastation. The roof had been ripped in half; he could see straight into bedrooms below. Somehow Olinka Slate had survived. He lay on the ground, dazed, his rubber suit ripped in a dozen places. 
‘The Whip of Fire!’ he yelled. ‘It was thrown from my hand!’
Another charge of power flew from the Excalibur. Slate scrambled away in the clumsy outfit as the blast raced at him.
Boom!
The Whip of Fire carved a path down the side of the building and dug a hole in the street. On the roof of the neighbouring building, the Whip of Fire lay near the edge. A gap of six feet separated the roofs. Mr Doyle and Scarlet appeared at Jack’s side. The detective grasped his arm.
‘We must go, my boy. There’s nothing we can do here.’
But something could be done and Jack was the only one who could do it. He shook Mr Doyle loose and started across the roof. Picked up speed. Set his arms swinging like pendulums. He gave an enormous leap as another blast of bright-red energy collided with the building behind him.
Ka-boom!
Jack landed on the next roof, rolling as bricks and mortar fell around him. A piece of stone zinged off the side of his head. Wincing at the pain, Jack struggled to his feet. Mr Slate, Scarlet and Mr Doyle had survived. Now the antenna shifted towards Jack, aiming right at him. Mr Slate ran to the edge of the roof. Jack grabbed the Whip of Fire and threw it across. While Mr Slate manipulated the control, the Excalibur built up another charge. Slate aimed his weapon and activated it as a burst of deadly power sprang forth from the airship. The Whip of Fire from the Excalibur flew towards Jack—and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
This was it. The moment of his death. Jack saw his mother and father as if they were standing before him. Jack was unsure if there was an afterlife—he hoped there was—but he knew he was about to see his parents if it existed.
He was ready to die, but then a blue blast of light from Olinka Slate’s weapon intersected with the arc of electricity from the airship. Like a snake dragging another snake by the head, the blue fire pulled the red flame away from Jack. The two streams of electrical fire struggled with each other, entwined in a battle to the death.
It seemed the inventor would lose the fight; the Excalibur had the stronger firepower. But Slate continued to adjust the controls of his own weapon with brutal efficiency. Ashgrove’s airship was enormous, but no-one knew the Whip of Fire better than its inventor.
Mr Slate inched towards the airship, his weapon shaking like an epileptic wand as the beam struggled with the Excalibur’s twisting Whip of Fire. But then Slate’s power beam suddenly divided in two, the second part bursting forth like a new branch on a tree. It weaved about, directionless, before landing close to the airship’s antenna.
The protective shield around the vessel flickered. At first it seemed that Mr Slate’s fiery whip had been blocked as, for what felt like an eternity, it searched for a gap in the ship’s defences. Then a small white hole appeared in the shield over the antenna as the blue beam broke through.
Olinka Slate recalibrated his weapon. Purple bolts of electricity crinkled the sky. A hole formed in the clouds and expanded into a wind tunnel as vast as any tornado. Incredibly, for a brief second, Jack saw darkness at the end of that tunnel.
Stars.
It’s the end of the world, he thought.
A huge blast of white fire erupted where Mr Slate’s blue fire met the Excalibur’s antenna. A blast of power so bright it was painful to look at. Jack turned away, but not before glimpsing it spread in both directions—up onto the gondola of the airship and back towards Olinka Slate.
Slate turned towards Jack and the others. He waved goodbye before again facing the blast. White energy raced in two directions at once, enveloping both the inventor and the airship. Slate, the Whips of Fire and the airship were reduced to pure alabaster energy before disappearing.
‘No!’ Jack screamed.
There was no blast. No explosion. One second the air was drowning with electricity, the next came a faint pop, an equalising of pressure, as air rushed in to fill the vacuum. The fearful hole in the clouds irised together, and a clap of distant thunder rolled across the landscape. Night was gone from day. The purple lightning faded, the black clouds dissipated and the sky went back to blue.
As if nothing had happened.
Final strands of electricity crackled in the air. Jack stared over at Scarlet and Mr Doyle. Scarlet’s hair sat flat upon her shoulders. The detective shook his head sadly. Olinka Slate had saved the city, but it had cost him his life.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
Mr Doyle drove the steamcar through the deserted streets of Washington. An hour had passed since Olinka Slate’s death and they had hardly spoken.
‘He knew it would end this way,’ Mr Doyle finally said, breaking the silence.
Scarlet disagreed. ‘I believe he thought it was dangerous, but he didn’t know it would kill him.’
‘He knew,’ the detective said firmly. ‘He invented the Whip of Fire. He knew there was no chance of surviving an encounter with the Excalibur. We must be thankful he was prepared to sacrifice his life to stop Ashgrove. There’s no telling what damage could have been done if the weapon had survived.’
‘Mr Slate wanted to help people,’ Jack said. ‘He wanted free energy for everyone.’
‘Can you imagine how that would have changed everything?’ Scarlet asked. ‘His genius would have lit up the whole world.’
‘And he was a good person,’ Jack said.
‘Terrible things happen to good people,’ Mr Doyle sighed.
None of them needed to be reminded of that.
‘This is so crazy,’ Jack said. ‘A little while ago, we were in Bee Street. Frankie was dying on the floor, trying to tell us about a chameleon and a Whip of Fire and two doors.’
‘Then we met Mr Slate and saved him,’ Scarlet said. ‘And now he’s gone. Forever.’
Jack heard an intake of air from Ignatius Doyle. The detective’s hands tightened on the wheel. They shook so badly he had to pull over to the side of the road. 
‘What did you say, Jack?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘I was talking about the Whip of Fire and the Chameleon.’
‘And two doors.’
‘Are you all right, Mr Doyle?’ Scarlet asked. ‘You look unwell.’
The detective stared through the windscreen, his mouth open.
Jack gripped his sleeve. ‘Mr Doyle?’
‘It can’t be,’ the detective said. ‘It’s not possible.’
‘What isn’t possible?’ Jack asked.
‘But it fits! It all fits!’
‘What fits, Mr Doyle? What are you talking about?’ Scarlet asked, looking to Jack for guidance. ‘Possibly you should eat some cheese. You may feel better…’ 
The detective slammed his foot onto the accelerator and the car skidded back onto the road. Scarlet screamed. They sped up so quickly that they were in danger of crashing.
‘Mr Doyle!’ Jack yelled. ‘What are you doing?’
‘It’s so obvious! How could I have been so stupid?’ 
‘What’s obvious?’
‘Perhaps a cup of tea…’ Scarlet began.
‘The American economy has been in crisis for years. That’s why Charles Ashgrove made his move now. This period of instability might cause enough destabilisation for him to declare the sovereignty of the Southern states. To create his own nation.’
‘But we know that,’ Scarlet said. ‘That’s why the Chameleon tried to assassinate the president at the theatre.’
‘And failed. But what was this attack on Washington about? It made no sense. He wanted to get the American people on side. An attack on Washington would not do that. Many thousands of people would be killed and it could unite the American people against him.’ Mr Doyle paused to allow the words to set in. ‘That was the last thing he would want. But a public demonstration of the Excalibur would show how powerful he was, assuring him of victory. No-one would dare stand against him.’ 
‘But the Excalibur…’ Jack began.
‘The Excalibur was a decoy to take our focus away from the real goal.’
‘A decoy.’ Jack shook his head in disbelief. ‘But Mr Slate was killed.’
‘Forgive me, Jack,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘There is no doubt that Charles Ashgrove was prepared to use the weapon. If it had not been today, it would have been another. Olinka Slate did not die in vain.’
Their steamcar zoomed through a plush suburb filled with tree-lined streets. It veered wildly around a corner and onto another road that cut through a park. 
Scarlet spoke up. ‘So what is Ashgrove’s real goal?’ 
‘The goal is what it has always been,’ Mr Doyle replied. ‘The assassination of the president.’
‘But how do you know?’ Jack asked.
‘Because Frankie Shore told us,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘He mentioned the Chameleon and the Whip of Fire.’ 
‘And the two doors,’ Scarlet said.
‘No. Not two doors,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Tudor.’ 
‘Tudor?’
‘Tudor Place. That’s where the president’s party is being held. It all makes sense. Of course, it was a struggle for Frankie to speak, so when we heard him say Tudor, we thought he was saying—’ 
‘Two doors,’ Jack said.
‘My goodness,’ Scarlet cried.
They drove past a high wall and Mr Doyle slowed on approach to the gate. Armed security men regarded them warily. One came to the window. Mr Doyle introduced himself. ‘An assassination attempt is about to be made on the president. He must be taken to a safe location immediately.’
‘The president is not here,’ the man said.
‘We both know that’s not true. I believe Edmund Wilson from the Secret Service is here. You must fetch him at once.’
‘I can’t—’ 
Edmund Wilson appeared behind the security guard. ‘Ignatius! What is going on?’
The detective explained. Wilson listened patiently before turning to the guards. ‘Put the entire grounds on high alert. Code Orange.’ He opened the back door of the vehicle and climbed in. ‘Take us up to the house, Ignatius. On the double!’



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
They sped down a long drive towards a salmon-coloured building with a dome, white marble pillars and colourful gardens around it. Security men were everywhere. Steamcars filled the car park.
‘An airship could attempt to attack this building,’ Mr Wilson said. ‘But it would never break through. The surrounding skies are patrolled by a dozen naval vessels.’ 
‘A tunnel was used to break the Chameleon out of jail,’ Jack pointed out.
‘The grounds are regularly tested for seismic activity. Nothing has been detected. And the entire area was swept for bombs before the president arrived.’
‘Bombs are not the Chameleon’s way,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘He is an assassin. My guess is that he has taken the place of a guest or is masquerading as a guard.’
‘The staff have all worked here for years, and the guards are all loyal members of the Secret Service.’
‘What about the guests?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘All checked. Their credentials are completely in order.’ The steamcar drew to a halt and they climbed out. ‘But I ignored you once before and it almost led to the death of the president. I don’t intend to allow that to happen again.’
Mr Doyle gave Wilson an abridged account of the incredible lightshow they had seen over the city—and Mr Slate’s tragic death. When they were each searched for weapons, Mr Doyle was forced to relinquish Clarabelle. 
‘Where is the president?’ Mr Doyle asked as they entered the reception area.
‘In the study. He will join the party later.’
Mr Doyle peered at the assembled crowd. ‘How many people are here?’
‘No more than a hundred,’ Mr Wilson said. ‘Many guests did not come and several more left when they saw the fireworks over the city.’
‘Yet the party continues.’
‘The president did not want to cause a panic.’
‘Mr Doyle!’ A voice came from behind them. ‘What a pleasant surprise!’
Gabrielle’s uncle, Barnabas Smith, greeted them delightedly. He examined Jack through his thick-lens glasses and ruffled his hair. ‘Are you enjoying Washington, young man?’ He beamed at him. ‘It’s a wonderful city, don’t you think?’
Jack groaned. ‘Wonderful’ was the last word he would have used. He smiled and tried to look interested as the elderly gentleman started to waffle about his visits to various museums around the city.
‘…Egyptian statues of unparalleled quality… Augustus Caesar and…’ 
Scarlet had already begun a sweep of the room. Mr Doyle was surreptitiously doing the same. If Edmund Wilson was correct about the guards and the staff being above suspicion, this left only the guests. Jack studied each of the men. There were dozens of them. Then Jack remembered that the Chameleon was a master of disguise: he could be dressed as a woman.
Jack had masqueraded as one with, he had to admit, rather too much success. The Chameleon could be doing the same. Jack began studying the women. They were stylishly dressed in the most up-to-date fashions: red-and-black gowns with bronze-coloured trim were hugely popular. Hairclips were in vogue among the younger women.
A woman stood by herself in a corner. She was well dressed, but rather plain-looking, with a severe expression. Her bright auburn hair was in a bun. A pearl necklace hung around her neck. The more Jack stared at her, the more he thought he could see the Chameleon’s features in her face. She had the same angular cheeks and close-set eyes.
‘Let’s speak to that lady,’ Jack interrupted Professor Smith. ‘She looks lonely.’
Jack practically dragged Barnabas Smith over to the woman. She regarded them coldly.
‘A lovely party,’ Jack said.
‘Is it?’ the woman said. ‘I find it rather boring.’
‘Really?’
‘I didn’t vote for this man. In my opinion, he’s a menace and should be impeached.’
‘So why did you come?’
The woman said something, but Jack did not hear her words. He focused on her hairline. That’s not real hair, he thought. Bazookas. She’s wearing a wig!
But how could he prove it?
‘My goodness!’ Jack said. ‘Is that a spider?’
Before the astonished woman could answer, he reached out and yanked her hair. She screamed. Someone dropped a wine glass. The professor’s glasses went flying. In the ensuing struggle, the woman’s necklace broke and pearls scattered all over the floor. Security guards raced over, and Mr Doyle and Scarlet appeared at Jack’s elbow.
‘What’s going on, Jack?’ Mr Doyle asked.
‘Uh, I thought I saw a spider.’
‘You and your spiders! Now help tidy up this mess!’ 
Professor Smith was already picking up tiny pearls from the floor. Jack scooped up the professor’s glasses, pocketing them so they wouldn’t be stepped on. Scarlet lent a hand, helping to collect the last beads.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Jack apologised to the auburn-haired woman. ‘I thought I saw…’ 
She grabbed the pearls and marched off into the crowd. Jack stood feeling hot and embarrassed as Professor Smith now started prattling to Scarlet about an ancient Grecian myth involving spiders.
Mr Doyle drew Jack to one side. ‘I’ve had no success,’ he said. ‘I have surveyed every guest here, and none of them would seem to be the Chameleon.’
‘That woman seemed strange.’
‘She’s not strange! She’s angry because you pulled her hair!’ He sighed, popping a piece of cheese into his mouth. ‘I can’t believe I am wrong about this. Frankie’s words must have alluded to Tudor Place.’
‘What will we do now?’
‘The president is allowing small groups to visit with him in the study. I’ve asked Edmund if we can meet with him.’
Scarlet came over and gave Jack a sympathetic smile. ‘That’s bad luck about that woman’s hair,’ she said.
‘I was sure it was a wig. I thought the Chameleon may have dressed as a woman.’
‘Disguises come in many shapes and sizes. There was a Brinkie Buckeridge book where she disguised herself as a flower pot.’
‘As a…what?’
‘A pot.’ She stared at him. ‘Don’t look at me as if I’m mad. It was a very effective disguise. It allowed her to spy on a gang of jewel thieves.’
‘No, it sounds great. I might disguise myself as a chair one day. Or a table.’
‘Now you’re being silly.’
‘Or a cup. Or a saucer. Imagine what detective work you could do as a spoon. You’d know every single thing they drank.’
Scarlet glared. ‘Her disguise was excellent. She was only found out when someone tried to water her and then…’ 
Mr Doyle returned to them. ‘We can see the president now.’
Scarlet cut short her Brinkie Buckeridge reminiscence and followed Jack and Mr Doyle. They were joined by Professor Smith and two ladies. One was an elderly woman with a walking stick by the name of Miss Granger. The other was the woman whose hair Jack had pulled. Her name was Mrs McKay.
‘I’m so sorry about your hair,’ Jack said again. ‘I saw a spider.’ Mrs McKay’s nostrils flared.
Edmund Wilson led them into the president’s study. It was a well-lit chamber, with bookcases lining the walls. Windows faced out onto the garden. The president sat behind his desk nursing a glass of whisky, but he stood and greeted each of his guests cordially.
‘I have not had a chance to thank you for your assistance at the Liberty Theatre,’ President Craig said to Jack, Scarlet and Mr Doyle. ‘You saved my life.’
‘I’m glad we could help,’ Mr Doyle said.
‘And Professor Smith!’ the President said, turning to the elderly scholar. ‘I have your excellent book on Egyptian artefacts. Would you be so kind as to sign it?’ 
‘Of course.’
The president produced his copy of the book. Barnabas Smith bent over the table, but started patting his pockets. Jack remembered he still had the Professor’s glasses and handed them over.
‘You have read it?’ the professor asked, signing the book.
‘A number of times.’ The president raised his glass to his lips. He paused, frowning in thought as he flipped the book open. ‘I think your chapter on the Middle Kingdom…’ 
‘No!’
Mr Doyle threw himself across the table, knocking the glass from the president’s hand. The ladies screamed. Professor Smith fell back as Edmund Wilson blocked the president from Mr Doyle.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Mr Wilson shouted.
The detective was sprawled across the desk. Papers had gone everywhere. He climbed off and straightened his clothing.
‘What am I doing?’ he asked. ‘I am saving the president—from him!’
He raised his hand and pointed at Professor Smith. 
The elderly man staggered back in astonishment. ‘Ignatius! Have you lost your mind? What are you saying?’
‘You are the Chameleon,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘And I can prove it.’
He made a grab for his beard, but Professor Smith sidestepped, grabbing Mr Doyle’s arm and spinning him about. Mr Doyle careened into Edmund Wilson. Professor Smith reached under his beard and produced a tiny revolver.
‘Clever of you, Doyle.’ His voice had changed. He sounded twenty years younger as his eyes creased into two cruel slits. He pulled off the beard and the hair with one hand, revealing the smooth features of the Chameleon. ‘I’m not sure how you saw through my disguise, but it will do you no good. I have never failed in an assassination and I will not fail now.’
‘I’m afraid you will.’ The person who spoke was not any of the men. Rather it was Mrs McKay, who no longer looked so tyrannical. She was calm and efficient as she pressed the gun in her hand against the Chameleon’s head. ‘You will drop your weapon or I will blow your brains out. The choice is yours.’
The Chameleon gaped. He tossed his weapon to the floor and Mrs McKay kicked it out of reach. Scarlet scooped it up as the woman gave Jack a small nod. And a wink.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
‘So Mrs McKay was carrying a gun?’ Gloria asked. ‘I thought guests were not allowed to be armed.’
Two weeks had passed since the team’s adventure in the United States. They had been back in their rooms at Bee Street for an entire day before Gloria had insisted on afternoon tea and an opportunity to write up the case for their files.
‘Guests were not allowed to bear arms,’ Mr Doyle said, ‘but Mrs McKay was no guest. She has been in the employ of the Secret Service for more than twenty years and is one of their most competent agents. Indeed, she saved the day.’
‘She and others,’ Gloria said. ‘It seems there are many heroes to be recognised.’
‘Jack, Scarlet and I played some small part.’
‘Small?’ Jack said.
He was about to protest when he noticed a row of jars on a shelf. They were filled with murky water and squids. Live squids. One of them waved a tentacle at him. 
‘Mr Doyle saved the president’s life,’ Scarlet explained. ‘The Chameleon slipped poison into the glass when he bent over to autograph his book.’
‘It was a slow-acting but deadly poison from South America,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘It would have killed him within hours. Long after the guests had departed he would have succumbed to its effects.’ He shuddered. ‘The ending would have been most unpleasant.’
‘And was Gabrielle Smith also part of the plot?’
‘Not at all. Gabrielle Smith is a marvellous agent. She had never met her uncle before she visited England to take him back to the United States. The Chameleon had already taken his place when she met him in London.’ 
‘And the reason for impersonating him?’
‘To gain access to the garden party in case the attempt at the theatre failed,’ he said. ‘When Jack, Scarlet and Gabrielle were taken hostage by Ashgrove, the Chameleon was away in Washington. And a good thing too. Gabrielle would have been in great danger because he would have discovered she was a Secret Service agent.’ 
‘And what happened to the real Professor Smith?’ 
‘Scotland Yard found his body buried in his back garden. He was yet another victim of the Chameleon.’ 
‘But how did you know Professor Smith was the Chameleon?’ Gloria asked.
Scarlet stifled a giggle as Jack blushed. Mr Doyle smiled. ‘Jack might like to fill in the details.’
Jack sighed. ‘Mrs McKay’s necklace broke when I grabbed her hair and tried to pull it off.’
‘Not one of his best moments,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But it did crack the case wide open.’
‘A few of us, including the professor, bent down to pick up the pearls,’ Jack said.
‘So what did the professor do that revealed his true identity?’
Scarlet spoke up. ‘It’s what he didn’t do,’ she said. ‘He didn’t use his glasses.’
‘Jack had already pocketed them to keep them safe,’ Mr Doyle explained.
‘He didn’t need them to pick up the pearls,’ Jack added. ‘It meant he could see quite clearly without them. Later, he realised he should wear them to sign the book, but he had already given himself away.’
‘They were false lenses,’ Mr Doyle explained. ‘When I examined them later, I found they were ordinary glass.’
‘And what about Charles Ashgrove?’ Gloria asked. 
‘Found hiding in the basement of one of his homes like the rat that he is,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘He is now a guest in a United States prison, as is the Chameleon.’
‘So Ignatius Doyle and his team save the day once again.’
The detective shook his head. ‘There were many heroes. The most heroic of all was Olinka Slate. Not only a genius, but also a man who sacrificed his life for his country.’
‘A statue is being built in Washington to remember him,’ Jack said.
‘It hardly seems enough,’ Scarlet sighed.
‘Sometimes it takes time to recognise true genius,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Olinka Slate is such an example.’
‘Is anyone else continuing his work on electricity?’ Gloria asked.
‘Most of his ideas were never committed to paper,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘And the meteorite was destroyed when he died. The wonders of electricity will remain a mystery until another inventor tries to light up the world.’
Jack thought of the strange blue stone and the effect it had on him. It had been the most unusual experience of his life, and he still wasn’t sure if the secret abyss was an illusion or if it was something more. Maybe even a gateway to another world.
He would never know.
Mr Doyle. Scarlet. Gloria. These people were more important than any meteorites or alien worlds.
Give him Earth any day.
‘There remains one final mystery to be solved,’ Scarlet said.
‘Really?’ Mr Doyle said. ‘And what is that?’
‘The Adventure of the Grinning Glockenspiel!’ she declared. ‘Jack has been reading the first Brinkie Buckeridge book and has not given me his opinion.’
‘That’s true.’ Jack drew the book from his green coat and handed it to Scarlet. ‘It was an interesting read. Thank you for lending it to me.’
Scarlet’s mouth fell open. ‘An interesting read? Is that all you can say?’
‘All right. It was a very interesting read.’
‘Very interesting? I don’t even know what that means! Did you like it or not?’
‘I liked everything in it,’ Jack said, ‘except Wobbly Duskalot.’
‘Wilbur Dusseldorf!’ Scarlet shook her head. ‘But he’s Brinkie’s hero!’
‘He has far too many pectoral muscles.’
‘How can anyone have too many…?’ She stopped. ‘I give up. Some people just don’t know a good book when they read it.’
‘Which leads me to another subject.’ Mr Doyle turned to Gloria. ‘Jack and Scarlet have pointed out to me that some of my ideas regarding women are somewhat old-fashioned. Women play a fundamental role in our society and certainly deserve the same rights and the same privileges as men.’
Gloria raised her eyebrows.
‘I was thinking, Gloria.’ The detective began to turn red. ‘You could become a more active member of our team if you wanted.’
‘Active?’
‘You could become a detective, if you wished.’ He stopped. ‘My dear, is something the matter?’
Gloria was laughing so hard she dropped her pen and pad. ‘Mr Doyle, you are a wonderful friend and an amazing man. But you are sometimes clueless! I would not be a detective if you paid me ten times the wage!’
‘Oh.’ He seemed perplexed. ‘I see.’
‘I am quite happy in my role, but there is something you can do.’
‘Yes?’
‘There is a new doctor who has opened rooms down the block. A Dr Barry.’
‘Dr Barry? Is he good?’
‘She is supposed to be very good, trained in all the latest medical science. Perhaps you could make your next appointment there?’
‘I see. A female doctor.’ He glanced sideways at Jack and Scarlet. ‘Well, I’m open to change. A new doctor may have some modern ideas about how to cure Jack of his arachnophobia.’
‘I don’t have a phobia of spiders,’ Jack said. ‘I think they are perfectly fine—just as long as I don’t have to see them!’
‘Ah, yes. That was unfortunate about Bertha.’
‘What?’
‘I discovered earlier that I had left her cage open.’ 
‘O-open?’ Jack’s eyes searched the room. ‘And she’s still free?’
‘My boy.’ Mr Doyle stifled a grin. ‘What is that on your shoulder?’
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CHAPTER ONE 
‘I need a seven-letter word that means difficult to find,’ Scarlet Bell said, peering at the crossword puzzle in The Times.
‘Hmm.’ Jack Mason looked up from a book on mountain climbing. ‘How about exciting?’
They were sitting in Ignatius Doyle’s library on the top floor of 221 Bee Street. While it contained books—thousands of them—the shelves were empty; books were instead stacked on the floor in piles according to colour while the shelves held odd items that had no place in a library: the chimney from a Stephenson steam engine, a fish tank containing a preserved snake, two stuffed monkeys, a jar marked ‘toenail clippings’, a vase with a bronze plate that read ‘Ebenezer Jones—Much Loved but Easily Forgotten’, a pile of men’s undergarments and a cluster of oval spheres that looked like dinosaur eggs.
‘I can see two problems with that answer,’ Scarlet said, pushing back her fire engine red hair. ‘The first is that exciting has eight letters.’
‘Can’t you just squeeze it in?’ Jack said. At fourteen, Jack was a year younger than Scarlet, and small for his age. His expertise was not tests of the mind but the body. He and his parents had been trapeze artists in the circus. After their deaths, he lived in an orphanage until Ignatius Doyle, the famous detective, employed him as an assistant.
‘I’ve never heard of anyone doing that,’ Scarlet said. 
‘What do the rules say?’ Jack asked. He reached into one of the voluminous pockets of his green coat and withdrew a boiled lolly. ‘I bet it’s allowed.’
‘There are no instructions saying you can’t do it, but there is also a second problem. Difficult to find can hardly be defined as exciting.’
Jack wasn’t so sure. Discovering the unknown with Mr Doyle often took them to exciting places. Surely they are the same thing?
Scarlet threw down the newspaper. ‘We need a mystery to solve,’ she said, giving up on the elusive word. ‘I fear our brains are stagnating.’
Jack didn’t mind a little stagnation. Their previous adventure had taken them all the way to America in the pursuit of the world’s most deadly assassin. It was only through their efforts that a second civil war had been averted.
Wheeeeez.
Jack and Scarlet looked up. Mr Doyle’s apartment contained a multitude of rooms with no ceilings. Instead, high above them, leaky steam pipes and ventilation shafts crisscrossed the rafters. Nothing unusual there—except now a long metal wire was strung across the roof. Jack was sure it hadn’t been there before.
A single pale feather seesawed lazily to the floor. The sound came again, and this time an enormous shape attached to the wire flashed overhead. Larger than a man, it had a beak and two great wings covered in white feathers.
‘If I didn’t know better,’ Scarlet said, ‘I’d say that was a giant seagull.’
‘But that’s impossible.’
‘Which means Mr Doyle is conducting another of his little experiments.’
A crash came from the far end of the apartment.
‘Oh dear,’ Scarlet said. ‘I think it may have failed.’ 
They followed the wire, weaving through more piles of odd possessions that clogged the apartment: a laboratory table covered in mouldy petri dishes, a tank containing a rat skeleton, a model of the Eiffel Tower and a gorilla costume. They also passed Isaac Newton, the echidna. Sniffing the air, he disappeared through a curved hatch that had once been part of the Carlsdale Lighthouse.
Reaching a corner crowded with oversized chess pieces, a bust of Queen Victoria and a four-poster bed, they were just in time to see a birdman clambering off the mattress. He shoved back the mask to reveal Mr Doyle. 
‘Fascinating,’ he spat through a mouthful of feathers. ‘I now believe the giant gull of Sumatra may have been a man in a costume suspended by a wire.’
‘Ignatius Doyle! What on earth are you doing?’
Gloria Scott, the receptionist and live-in housekeeper, stormed into the room. Tall, with a mess of blonde ringlets, her kindly face was now creased into an expression of disbelief.
‘Just conducting an experiment, my dear,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Recent reports in the Malaysian press have told of a giant flying bird.’
‘Are you sure it’s not a bat? As in a belfry?’
The detective removed the outfit, reached into his long black coat and produced a piece of cheese. He popped it into his mouth. ‘I don’t know why you’re so annoyed, my dear,’ he smiled. ‘Scientific experimentation lies at the heart of innovation.’
Gloria’s face softened as she plucked a feather from the detective’s ear. ‘You are supposed to be setting an example for these young people,’ she said. ‘Children don’t do as you say, they do as you do.’ She pulled a letter from her pocket. ‘Some mail arrived for you, Ignatius.’ 
‘Mr Doyle?’ said Jack, as the detective examined the handwriting and frowned.
‘I had best go to my study,’ Mr Doyle murmured, the lines around his eyes appearing deeper than ever. ‘I am feeling a little tired.’ Without another word, he disappeared down an aisle, still clutching the letter.
‘Gloria,’ Jack said. ‘What was all that about?’
She sighed. ‘You’ll have to ask Mr Doyle, but it’s best to give him a few minutes.’
And without further explanation, she too departed the room, leaving Jack and Scarlet to stare at each other. 
‘What on Earth is going on?’ Scarlet cried. ‘I hope it’s not bad news.’
Maybe it was bad news. ‘Could someone have died?’ Jack suggested. ‘Possibly a friend?’
‘I’m not sure Mr Doyle has any friends. Apart from us.’
Jack frowned. Mr Doyle did live a solitary life, immersed in solving crimes and carrying out strange experiments. And now that he thought of it, Jack had never seen him entertain a visitor not related to a case. ‘We need to make sure he’s all right,’ he said.
They made their way through the apartment to the door of the detective’s study.
‘Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,’ Scarlet said.
‘Mr Doyle may need a friend. Who is that if it isn’t us?’
Jack reached into his jacket, absently touching his two most prized possessions: the picture of him and his parents, and a compass. His mother and father had given them to him before their deaths, serving as a reminder that he would never be alone.
No one should be alone, Jack thought. Especially when they need a friend. 
Jack knocked at the door.
‘Come in,’ Mr Doyle called.
Unlike the library, the walls of the study were covered in bookshelves filled with books. So many, in fact, that they overflowed onto the floor, with others teetering precariously on the desk. Nestled behind the books was Mr Doyle wearing a pair of magnifying goggles. He was examining the letter before him.
‘Mr Doyle. Is everything all right?’
‘We were worried,’ Scarlet added.
Removing the goggles, the detective offered them a seat.
‘We didn’t mean to pry,’ Scarlet continued. ‘But you looked a little upset.’
‘Possibly more surprised than upset.’ Mr Doyle slid the letter across the desk. ‘Take a look at this.’
Jack and Scarlet examined the letter, written in neat handwriting.
Dear Ignatius, 
I know we have not spoken for some time, but a mystery has arisen concerning Phillip and I require your assistance. I would not have broken my silence with you unless I felt this matter to be of the utmost importance. 
Yours, 
Amelia. 
Jack frowned. The names were familiar, but where did he know them from?
Scarlet said, ‘Amelia is...?’
‘My daughter-in-law. I have not seen her for many years.’
Now Jack remembered the story. Mr Doyle and his son Phillip had been in the war in France. It had been a terrible time with thousands of men dying in battle every day. After being ordered to attack an enemy emplacement, Mr Doyle and his men had charged across a field, but the detective had become entangled in barbed wire. Struggling to free himself, artillery fired upon them and Mr Doyle had been knocked unconscious.
On waking, he searched for his son and the other men for hours, but it seemed they had all been killed. The only remains of Phillip Doyle had been his dog tags and some scraps of clothing. Nothing else was recovered.
Phillip’s wife, Amelia, had been distraught. Blaming Mr Doyle for the loss of her husband, she had driven him away, forbidding him from seeing her or his grandson, Jason.
‘A mystery concerning Phillip,’ Jack said. ‘I wonder what she means.’
‘I have no idea,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘But I may be away for some time.’
‘Then you will need our assistance,’ Scarlet said.
Ignatius Doyle grimaced. ‘I’m not sure how Amelia will receive us. She may be...difficult.’
Jack gave him a reassuring smile. ‘Difficult, we can handle.’
Mr Doyle sent a message to his daughter-in-law informing her of his intended visit. The next morning Jack, Scarlet and Mr Doyle rose early, breakfasted and took the train to Harwich, a small town on the east coast. Mr Doyle’s airship, the Lion’s Mane, was still in repair after damage during their recent adventures. 
The journey to the small town took most of the day. It was a comfortable train, powered by a Vincent 700 steam locomotive. The engine was a mighty barrel-shaped chamber with a six-foot smoke stack. Watching the smoke flow back towards the city, Jack’s eyes were drawn to the London Metrotower, a crowning achievement of British engineering, reaching to the edge of space. From the top, steam-powered spacecraft transported people and goods between cities all around the world.
The invention of Terra Firma—a type of mould many times stronger than steel—meant that buildings could be constructed to enormous heights. The new Art Museum, Buckingham Palace and Houses of Parliament were over two hundred storeys.
Scarlet nudged Jack. ‘Have I shown you this?’ she asked, waving a book at him. ‘I’m sure you’ll find it fascinating.’
Jack sighed. Their tutor, Miss Bloxley, gave them lessons five days a week. The woman had the special knack of making an interesting subject boring and a boring subject, well, very boring. In addition to this, Scarlet had taken it upon herself to continue his education.
Jack read the cover: The World of Classical Music. 
Oh no, he thought.
‘That’s right,’ Scarlet grinned. ‘More classical music.’ 
She proceeded to tell Jack all about Ludwig van Beethoven. Jack tried to appear interested but tuned out, only returning to the thread of the monologue when Scarlet described how Beethoven had gone deaf.
‘I see,’ Jack said. ‘That explains a lot.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘All that banging about. Hitting things. It sounds like the orchestra is trying to kill a rat with their instruments.’ 
‘You’re saying that Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony sounds like someone trying to kill a rat with a musical instrument?’
Scarlet had gone very pink. Jack swallowed. ‘Maybe some of the girls at the music halls could help him,’ he suggested. ‘Teach him some songs.’
‘The girls at the music halls? Beethoven could learn from them?’
‘He can read lips,’ Jack said. ‘Can’t he?’
‘He’s been dead for a hundred years.’
‘Then lip reading’s out of the question.’ Jack flicked through the book. He liked reading, but adventure stories by writers such as Robert Louis Stevenson or Jules Verne. ‘I’m not sure I know the meanings of all the words.’
‘Which ones?’
‘I can work out some of them,’ Jack said. 
‘“Cat-as-trophe”. Imagine that, using a cat as a trophy. Should be a law against it.’
Mr Doyle coughed, covering a smile as Scarlet glared at Jack. ‘Sometimes I think you say these things to annoy me,’ she said.
‘As if I’d do that.’
Arriving at Harwich Station, they found no steam-cabs so they walked the mile or so to Amelia’s house. It was late in the day and the sky was clear of cloud. Jack breathed in the warm air. Spring had always been his favourite season because his mother had daily collected primrose, daffodils and snowdrops to decorate their small caravan.
‘I have not been here in some time,’ Mr Doyle said as they made their way down a country lane lined with elm trees. ‘Not since the war.’
‘Has the area changed much?’
‘Not at all. This has always been a quiet part of the country.’
‘What sort of work did Phillip do?’ asked Scarlet. ‘Before the war.’
‘He was studying medicine at Oxford. He never finished his studies or he would have entered as a doctor.’ The detective sighed. ‘I did not approve of his enlistment.’
‘He enlisted?’ Scarlet asked. ‘I thought he must have been drafted.’
‘A lot of men enlisted. They wanted to do their duty.’ Mr Doyle did not speak for some time. ‘War sounds so noble when you’re seated around a living room with friends. The fire is blazing and the scotch is flowing. It’s quite a different matter when you’re in the middle of it.’ He pointed. ‘That’s Amelia’s house at the end.’
The neat two-storey brick cottage was surrounded by a hedge. They followed the path to a front door. Before Mr Doyle had a chance to knock, the door creaked open and a young woman appeared. Her black hair was pulled into a bun and there were dark shadows beneath her eyes.
‘Amelia.’ The detective smiled. ‘It’s lovely to see you.’ 
‘Ignatius.’ Her eyes shifted to Jack and Scarlet. ‘Who are these young people?’
Once Mr Doyle introduced them, the woman’s eyes blazed.
‘And are you going to get them killed too?’
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