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  T
  
    ick-tock.
  


The sound was unsettling, and when you are with a Kennewickett, anything unsettling could spell disaster.

My name is Noodles. It is my duty to keep Walter Kennewickett, boy genius and scientist in training, as far from disasters as possible. It is my privilege as his best friend to accompany him everywhere he goes.

Which is why I found myself on a dark street corner in London, trying to track the source of the mysterious sound.

London was aglow with the process of electrification and hummed with activity even at night. Cable cars mixed with horse-drawn cabs and carts, and many of the thousand lamps that lit the streets had been converted from gas to electricity.

But Wally wasn’t interested in well-lit streets. The dim gaslight above was perfect for his purposes.


  Tick-tock.


I could sense approaching danger, but I could not tell from which direction it would arrive. The sound was bouncing off bricks, glass, and cobblestones.

“What was that, Noodles?” Wally asked, lowering the handheld camera he had been adjusting.

Walter Kennewickett is a very observant boy.

“Probably a rat,” his aunt Rhodope said. “London crawls with them after dark.”

Miss Rhodope Pickering is the youngest of Calypso Kennewickett’s sisters. The fact that Rhodope is an eccentric allows her to fly kites in the park while other people her age attend university.

The fact that she is a sought-after photographic artist allows her to keep comfortable rooms in Charing Cross. The Pickerings are an artistic family. My current conundrum was the result of Wally’s mother, Calypso, mentioning that he might have inherited an aptitude for art.

An “aptitude” is the natural ability to master a skill.

There were certainly many aptitudes Wally had inherited from his prodigious parents. His attempts at art, however, were dismal—until his father, Oliver, pointed out that the correct term for fireworks is “pyrotechnics,” which means “art made from fire.”

Generations of Kennewicketts have excelled at blowing things up. Wally is currently creating a line of pyrotechnics you might carry in your pocket and enjoy on any street corner.

Before we traveled to London to participate in the Electromobile Road Rally, Miss Rhodope had written to him, requesting that he use his experience with explosives to create a faster flash powder for use in photography. She’d promised to arrange a breakfast with her friend Sir Arthur Conan Doyle if he did. Walter Kennewickett is a fan of Sir Arthur’s books and enjoys matching wits with his fictional detective Sherlock Holmes.

Wally had not only produced the powder for his aunt, he had devised a hat to hold the flash device, and a trigger cable to attach his handheld camera to it. We were preparing to photograph the participants in the Electromobile Rally, which would be coming down the road at any minute, followed by a small parade of Calypso Kennewickett’s fans. Calypso was the only woman among the twelve participants in the three-country rally, which was a contest of speed, design, and dependability. Since Oliver and Calypso had worked together on every aspect of their elegant electrical carriage, the Zephyr, they were taking turns driving.

The Kennewicketts had won the first leg of the rally handily, arriving at Trafalgar Square two days ago to be greeted by cheering crowds. The electromobile in last place had not arrived until just after sunset today.

The crowds had cheerfully gathered again. Drivers had signed autographs and posed for pictures for the press. Now they were proceeding to the docks at the Embankment, where ships had been chartered to carry them across the channel. The second leg of the rally was to be in France.

The Kennewicketts had requested that this small street be kept free of crowds to allow Rhodope to test her new technique for photographing in the dark. When Kennewicketts ask a small favor, people tend to cooperate. They are world-famous scientists, after all.

“Attachment test,” Wally said. “In three, two, one—”

The camera clicked and fire flashed, and someone uttered a terrible cry. I whirled as a tatterdemalion tumbled out of a dark doorway. A “tatterdemalion” is a person dressed in rags and tatters.

This old man’s frock coat was so faded, it appeared gray in the lamplight, in contrast with his shock of wild white hair. His angular form and antique attire gave the impression that he had just fallen out of the pages of a novel by Mr. Charles Dickens. The poor creature held his hands before his face, as if he were afraid of more flashes. He must have been looking directly at Wally when the powerful powder ignited.

He stumbled, and Wally leaped to his assistance. As Rhodope and I followed Wally across the street, I realized that we had discovered the source of the unsettling sound. The man himself was ticking.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” Wally said, helping him toward a low windowsill where he could sit. “If I had known you were near, I would have called out a warning!”

“You’ve blinded me!” the stranger said in a strangled voice.

“It will pass presently,” Rhodope reassured him. “And I’ll summon a cab to carry you home.”

“No, no, just let me sit,” he said, still rubbing his eyes. “I’ll fumble my way. It ain’t far.”

“I’ll lead you there myself, sir,” Wally offered. “If you’d only wait until the rally has passed!”

I shook my ears, thinking my instincts must have gone awry, but no—the ticking was definitely coming from the feeble old man. At any rate, it was soon drowned out by the approaching parade.

“They’re coming!” Rhodope cried. “We’ll have to photograph them from this side of the street. Get ready, Walter!” Wally quickly reloaded the flash powder.

The first vehicle to appear was a torpedo-shaped affair driven by Camille Jenatzy, nicknamed Le Diable Rouge, “the Red Devil,” because of his unruly red beard. I felt a comparison to an annoyed Airedale might be more befitting.


  Click-flash!


Jenatzy did not look pleased to have his photograph taken. He had set a speed record of sixty-two miles per hour in a similarly shaped electric automobile just four years ago. Last year, his record had fallen to a carriage with an internal combustion engine. Word was Jenatzy had intended to take the record back on the England leg, but the Kennewicketts captured it instead.

Rhodope poured a measured amount of powder into the contraption on Wally’s head after each photograph was taken, then stepped back and shaded her eyes from the flash.
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The Kennewicketts were twelfth in line.

Rhodope raised her own camera, and Wally detached his flash. The Zephyr had no batteries or Voltage Vats. It was powered by Nikola Tesla’s recent invention that drew electric power directly from the aether, a mysterious medium he believes to exist in the spaces between the solid matter of the universe. I had listened attentively to his explanations, but I still could not quite comprehend the concept or the contraption. An unexpected consequence of this type of power was the generation of radiant matter, better known as Saint Elmo’s fire.

Cold blue flames played over the Zephyr’s frame. Moths drawn to the light flitted through the energy field, and their wings lit with radiant matter, which didn’t harm them in the least. They spun like frenzied fairies around the fantastic machine. It completely spoiled the effect. I felt that people who viewed the photos should be admiring the Kennewicketts, not some bedazzling bugs.

The Kennewicketts had requested the last place in line to allow Rhodope time to capture the phenomenon on film. Gizmo, the family’s mechanical assistant, had asked for a photograph to share with the other automatons who had stayed home with her to staff the Kennewicketts’ Automated Inn. They were now all powered by the same device that caused the Zephyr to glow, and free from Voltage Vats and charging stations forever. Fortunately, the effect that lit the Zephyr seemed to apply only when very large amounts of energy were drawn from the aether. Radiant automatons would no doubt have unsettled some of the Inn’s guests.

“Ascot, Walter!” Calypso called as the Zephyr rolled to a stop.

I growled as one particularly persistent moth fluttered in front of the camera.

“Yes, Mother.” Wally straightened his tie as he stepped forward. Walter Kennewickett is always impeccably dressed. Calypso feels that a tidy appearance is a sign of a tidy mind.

I kept my eyes on the moths. I was quite sure Calypso would not approve of an insect obscuring Walter’s face in the family photo.

Wally turned to pose by the Zephyr’s door. At that moment a moth made the mistake of flitting toward the fender. I leaped, and snapped my jaws about it. I did not swallow it, of course. Well-bred dachshunds do not ingest insects.

“Nicely done, Noodles,” Oliver said, surreptitiously checking his own tie before smiling for the camera.

“No manufacture of pyrotechnics while we are gone, son,” he went on, turning to Wally. “Listen to your aunt Rhodope.”

“Certainly, Father.”

The wiggling inside my mouth was becoming unbearable. I tried to distract myself by spinning in place.

 


  [image:  ]


 

Finally, Rhodope lowered her camera and I heard Calypso shift the Zephyr into gear.

“Spit it out, Noodles,” she said. “And take care of Walter for us.”

I ejected the insect onto the pavement and attempted to regain my dignity as it crawled away.

“Get a picture of the Union with the flash, Walter!” Rhodope cried as the Zephyr rolled on. She meant the members of the International Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies who were marching behind the Zephyr.

“Suffrage” is the right to vote in political elections. Calypso was a founding member of the organization. She felt that it was ridiculous that women who were doctors, journalists, artists, or inventors extraordinaire could not cast a ballot. Fire flashed, and the Sisters of Suffrage—with their shoulder sashes that read “Equal Rights for Women!” and their “Calypso Kennewickett” banners—were captured on film.

Rhodope cheered as the Sisters passed, followed by two constables who appeared to be keeping an eye on them.

A “constable” is a British police officer.

“Come on, Walter,” Rhodope said. “Let’s see our new friend home.”

Wally turned to retrieve the tattered man, but the fellow was nowhere to be found.

“The dazzle
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