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At first, Rory came to the old house to listen to the nightingales, but now he came to see the ghost. He had lots of time to think about her because it was a good walk from the village, and his mother was not especially pleased with him journeying far on his own, not with all that was going on in the south, but he had to come. It was peaceful here, and when the nightingales sang, it reminded him of when he was younger, when his father was still around, and his mother was not quite as anxious as she was now. He also went to listen to their song because if you got there early enough (and dawn seemed to be their favourite time to sing), then just inside the grounds of the old manor house was where the lady appeared, and when she appeared, sometimes she sang too, and her song was much better than that of his favourite birds but much sadder too. 
Rory knew she was a ghost because when she appeared, he could see right through her as if she was transparent or made of mist. The grounds of the old hall where she often appeared were in deplorable shape. The lawns were overgrown, and the abandoned outbuildings were filled with brambles, the hedgerows and plants claiming their ground back as the mansion was now deserted. The ghost lady didn't seem to notice, though. She just sat there, seemingly oblivious to everything. But who was she?
“Corrigan Hall”, the building had been named, and probably still was, but whoever’s home it was, they had been gone for a while now, and the house was already falling into ruin, a battle the grounds had already lost.
Rory always took the long way round across the fields if he was to reach the mansion before sunrise. If he went that way, the quickest route would take him through the woods, and he did not like going that way in the dark. After all, he reasoned, ten years old was okay for sneaking off to listen to a ghost sing but not old enough to be wandering through the woods at dawn. He laughed to himself at the thought of it. His mother would lock him up for a week if she knew! Chuckling, he recalled what his father had told him about nightingales – they were timid birds; he had rarely seen one himself, but their song was distinctive. The brambles were their ideal home, so he made straight for them.
“Listen to that!” his father had said to him one-day several years before he had marched away south to war and had yet to return, “That’s a nightingale, is that, Rory.” They had both stood still in the lane, listening as the birdsong rose to a crescendo and then abruptly ceased. Rory smiled. He had never forgotten just how wonderful the sound of that song had been, and although he had heard it many times before, it was never quite the same as that first time, though sometimes it did come close. He hoped his father would remember the birdsong when he returned from the war, though he knew never to ask when he would return to his mother any more, for when he had advertently done so, she had spent the next few hours in tears and had been good for nothing for the rest of the day.
The only other song that compared with the nightingale’s was that of the lady. He had heard her singing one day, and he had sneaked along the hedge, hoping to stay concealed and not alarm her. Mostly, he just wanted her to continue singing! He crept across the lawn and towards the house; the ground was damaged and gouged here, and along a low building on his right, brambles rose out of control. He crept up to it, peeking through the thick undergrowth, and saw a small flattened area beyond it, though even this was covered in dirt, the grass already growing in patches across it. From somewhere nearby, the woman’s voice grew louder, the sound of her singing filling the air. He moved forward a little more and saw a gap in the hedge, so he crept through it and looked around.
She was sitting on the ground nearby, alongside a curious, lightly lichen-covered round circular expanse of dirt and grass and brambles. It also looked like some strips of cement were under the grass, possibly, but he could not be entirely sure.
The lady sat upright but held her knees to her chin, making herself smaller. Despite her singing loudly, Rory could not make out the words, but it did not matter because he held his breath when he first saw her, for he thought she was beautiful.
Her long blonde hair fell halfway down her back, and her face was still exceptionally handsome. She had high cheekbones, laughing eyes and full red lips. Although she was sitting down, Rory estimated that she was of average height or a little taller, perhaps five feet. She was wearing a white blouse and an ankle-length skirt. She seemed dressed for the summer, though the breeze did not move her hair or carry her song very far - he considered himself lucky that he had heard it at all.
Rory blinked and was surprised to see that she was still there. Her song was pleasant enough, though he could not quite understand the words, and therefore, he wondered why he got the definite impression that she was sad. She did not look sad, nor was her song melancholic or sentimental. Yet sadness seemed to flow from her in waves, and as he settled down in the bush and listened to her sing, he could not help but feel tears forming at the corners of his eyes.
He blinked again and closed his eyes to wipe the tears away, and when he looked back, she was gone. The mansion grounds were silent again, for she had taken her song with her. Open-mouthed, Rory walked cautiously towards the centre of the rough circle of concrete and dirt, the edge of which she had been unwittingly standing. The grass had grown around the edges of the strange circle but not too far across it, though small tufts of turf were already threatening to do so. He could not see the use of this circle of dirt. It was in the middle of nowhere; no path or roads linked it to anywhere else on the grounds. It felt wrong; he could not bear to walk upon it. He could not explain it. As he drew nearer, nothing changed, yet he still could not bring himself to walk across the round concrete circle. He looked about him wildly. There had been nowhere for the woman to go! Ignoring the circle, he felt his spine tingle and the hairs begin to rise on the back of his neck. He knew that she was a ghost!
He took off across the grounds of Corrigan Hall and back towards the lane as if the hordes of Hell were chasing after him. Only when he drew closer did he slow down, managing to calm himself. Yet his mother knew the moment he set foot inside the house. Mother always did, he had come to find, and instantly, he regretted not taking a moment to calm himself before he had entered the house.
“Where have you been, Rory?” she had asked, staring him out. He hated it when she did that. It always, without fail, made him tell the truth. Always. “Your lunch has been in the oven for an hour! Wash your hands and face and sit yourself down at the table. When you’ve done that, you can tell me what you have been up to, and I will have the truth out of you if it’s all the same to you.” Rory did as he was told and sat at the table as a substantial plate of food was placed before him. “So, where have you been?” she asked. “And don’t be telling me you’ve only been in Abbot Bowthorpe all the time. I have been out and about in the village, too. You weren’t there anywhere I could see, that’s for sure.”
“I just took a walk through the lanes up to the old manor house,” he said, tucking into the large meat and potato pie in front of him. Suddenly, his mother did not look so pleased, so he left his gaze on the pie.
“I’ve told you not to go up there.” She said quietly but forcefully in how only mothers can do, “All kinds of nonsense going on up there not that long ago. Just before your father went to war, so it’s not that far back! I don’t want you going up there, do you hear me?”
“Yes, mum,” he said, and she tutted and sat down at the table, staring out the window. It was covered in grime and had not been cleaned for a long time, which he knew was not like his mother, but she seemed to have deflated somehow, grown smaller since father had gone away.
“Do you believe in ghosts, mum?” he asked, and she laughed.
“What a question!” she said, leaning across and ruffling his hair. “Eat your pie. Ghosts and spooks are for Hallowe’en, not a bright summer’s day.” Rory decided to leave it there. His mum would not listen to him about the lady’s ghost, so he said nothing.
He returned to the mansion grounds the next day, but the ghost was not there. He sat in the hedge for what seemed like hours, feeling bad that he had disobeyed his mother so quickly and trying to estimate how disappointed she would feel. Quite a bit, he reckoned. He sat, feeling guilty for a while, waiting for the lady, but nothing happened. The next day was the same, so he fell back to journey that way only occasionally, the song of the nightingales dragging him back to the hedges and brambles around the lanes.
It was a week later before he returned, and there she was again! She sat singing in precisely the same place and position, so he crept closer. This time, when she vanished, he was looking directly at her. One second, she was there; the next, she was gone! He stayed in the same spot, hardly moving until he felt his bladder would burst, so he had to leave. Of the woman, there was no sign at all. He resolved to come and look for her whenever he could, whether it meant waking early or not. He had to see her again!

      [image: ]“Why are we the only two who are dancing?” she asked, and the handsome man who held her by the waist so tightly said nothing, just smiled. “There are so many of them. How can they resist the music? It is so lovely!”
“Perhaps they do not hear it,” he said, smiling. His lips were red and full, his smile entrancing.  Only his eyes and the slight flash of red found there said anything was unusual about this man, for they sparkled and stayed red for seconds before fading. “Not all can, I suspect. Perhaps only we hear it.” She smiled up at him, giggling.
“What nonsense!” she snorted, “The music is so loud and captivating! I think you are not paying attention. How could they not hear it?”
The man smiled, and as he looked into her eyes, she felt an almost unbearable sense of sadness wash over her. She gasped, but he held his fingers to her lips and hushed her. “Some people never do,” he whispered, and a small tear formed in her eye. “Be brave,” said the man. “Soon, the music will cease but do not be afraid. You will hear it again. In the meantime, keep your eyes on me. Concentrate very, very hard on just looking at me. That’s all. Do that, and everything else will just fade away.” She smiled at him, and they continued to dance, each concentrating on nothing more than placing all of their efforts into looking at each other’s faces and ignoring absolutely everything else.
Then the music stopped.

      [image: ]Rory lay in the long grass, a safe distance from the almost obscured concrete circle. He was just far enough to give himself a good head start if anything ghostly decided to chase him from that direction, but at the same time, just close enough to see her clearly if she appeared. So far, she had not, and he judged that noon was not far away by the sun’s height.  It was a little late to see her, he knew, but he just had to see if she was there.
He had staked out the manor grounds since just before dawn, with a boiled egg in his pocket and a small wrap of salt in a twist of paper. However, He had wolfed it down hours before and was now starving. He wished now that he had filled up his canteen of water and brought it with him when he set out, the salty egg he had so enjoyed hours before now making him desperately thirsty. He closed his eyes for a second, trying to put the thought of drinking cold, clear water out of his mind. He opened them, gazed toward the overgrown concrete patch, and gasped, for the strange ghostly woman was again sitting in the clearing. The trees and brambles beyond were visible through her. Yet this time, she was not singing. She sat, not moving at all, looking directly at him.
“There is a little boy,” she said, smiling. “Look how the sun catches his hair. Why does he not speak?” The man is standing behind her, his gentle hand on her shoulders. Rory, however, cannot see him.
“He is but a ghost,” he says. “Ghosts are not known for idle chatter.” He turns her slightly so that his eyes are looking directly into his. “Look away,” he says. “Just look into my eyes, and my eyes only. Come. We shall dance. Already, the orchestra is playing.” She smiles and looks into his eyes, but for a second, she looks away, back to the open-mouthed boy staring at her. Then she smiles, and as she does so, he smiles back at her.
“Come.” says the man, and he turns her away from the boy, and she looks into his eyes now. “Come listen to the music,” he says. “Come now. Sleep.”
Rory gasped but could not move. He felt as if all his muscles had stopped working all at once. His mind told him to flee, but his body would not obey. As she stared at him, she smiled. It was as if she saw him! Then she blinked, and he saw her eyes flicker red, and she vanished. Rory did not need persuading. Once again, he tore across the fields towards home as fast as he could.

      [image: ]Rory sat counting clouds. It was a warm summer mid-morning, and he lay beside the brambles, close to the dirt-strewn and partially overgrown concrete circle, flat on his back and looking up at the sky, a piece of grass hanging from his mouth.
“Three,” he said aloud, chewing the grass blade thoughtfully. “That one looks like a horse, and the one to its left looks very much like a train of some sort.” He turned his head slightly to look at the last cloud that hung lazily on the horizon, the sun shining down across the run-wild fields, the sound of insects heavy in the air, birdsong sounding from nearby. Rory strained his ears. It wasn’t a nightingale, that was for sure!
That one looks like a bed. He thought, staring at the clouds, and as he did so, he imagined the pillows on it all fluffed up, blankets below his chin. He yawned a little, and as he turned his eyes away from the sun, he began to doze.
He sat up, instantly alert, and then froze. Something had woken him. He glanced up and gasped. Over the rooftop of the ruined hall in front of him floated a large zeppelin, its propellers not moving, for it was completely stationary. It was the biggest zeppelin he had ever seen but bore no military markings.  He cursed under his breath to himself. How could he have slept through the noise this beast would have made as it arrived? It was huge! He considered running, but his senses quickened, the vagaries of sleep soon nothing more than a memory. He saw that a long rope ladder fell from the zeppelin, but it looked unused; it floated slightly in the slight breeze, but apart from that, it did not move at all. He followed it to the ground and gasped, for three men were already on the ground, looking around amongst the bushes and undergrowth.
They stood directly below the zeppelin, where the rope ladder had fallen, and they were all looking at the ground, beating at the brambles with sticks, obviously searching for something. They were nearby but not too close. The overgrown concrete circle was between him and them, but he knew they would see him the minute he moved. He paused briefly, lying low, but he did not move. To do so risked discovery.
He watched them beating amongst the bushes. They were near enough for him to be able to examine them and a little too close to him for his liking. One of the men stood unmoving at the foot of the ladder. “Aeronaut”, thought Rory. Probably the pilot. The other two men were entirely dissimilar. The first was very tall and thin - Rory thought he was well over six foot, but it was difficult to tell, for he was very thin, which made him look taller. He had sharp, piercing eyes, and Rory ducked down quickly as he glanced in his direction, relieved when his scanning of the area moved on. He had a hawk-like nose, which he could see now, which, with the piercing eyes, gave the man an air of alertness and decision. Rory frowned. This man was definitely the boss!
The last person, also a man, was shorter, not small, and not as lean, though nor was he fat. He was broad-shouldered and alert, his face open but serious. Rory thought he looked like an official. Perhaps he was a policeman or a soldier. He certainly had the bearing. After all, he should know - he had seen enough soldiers passing through Abbot Bowthorpe heading south, after all. His father included.
Rory wondered what the three men were looking for. They were heading away from him now. As he watched, the tall man looked over his shoulder and called to the pilot, who put his gun away and went to the other two to assist in the search. They were quite distant now, and Rory could only just hear the sound of the call but not what was said. He would have thought they would have noticed the strange concrete circle, but then he realised as he looked at it that you couldn’t see it unless you were right next to it. Brambles and grass had grown over some of it, and dirt had blown over the rest. If you stepped on it and looked about you, it was obvious that it was there. If you did not, then it was as good as hidden. You most certainly would not see it from the air, he decided.
He lay back. He would wait for them to get further away before he made his escape. If they kept heading the way they were, he would be gone before they knew he was here. He wasn’t sure what they were looking for or if they meant any harm if they found him, but it was not worth taking the chance. It wasn’t very often that you saw zeppelins over Abbot Bowthorpe now. Those days were long gone.
He waited for a minute, counting as slowly as his thumping heart would allow him, and then, just for superstition’s sake, he did it again. One for measure, another for true, he thought. That’s what his father always said, and that was good enough for him. He looked up, leaning on one elbow and looking across to where the two men had been beating at the undergrowth.  He saw the pilot standing talking to the military-looking man, but of the tall man, there was no sign.
Rory wasn’t worried. They were too far away now, and so he stood up. As he did so,  he was taken by complete surprise as a small cane tapped him on the shoulder, causing what felt like his heart to stop beating for a second or two.
“Spying on your elders is never a good idea. Especially when your elders are in haste and looking for a particular thing.” said a precise and authoritative voice. Rory moved back, unsure of whether to bolt for it or not. He felt his colour rising, but the tall man was peering at him as if he knew his every secret and knew it well.
“I didn’t mean any harm, mister.” he stammered, and the tall man rolled his eyes.
“Over here!” he shouted to the other two men. Rory looked that way and saw the two other men hurrying in his direction. He felt sick, for he knew now that he would never manage to elude all three of them. He decided to stay still.
“What’s your name, boy?” said the tall man.
“Rory, sir,” he said. “Rory Patterson. I haven’t done anything wrong, sir.”
“I shall be the judge of that,” he said sternly, waiting for the two men to arrive, which they did quickly enough. The pilot looked at him with disdain, but the other man smiled as he approached.
“You haven’t scared the boy now, have you?” he said, and the tall man tutted aloud.
“I have hardly spoken to him at all. As you are aware, I have little affinity with the juvenile mind. It is half-formed and therefore difficult to analyse.”
“Oh, I imagine that must be so frustrating for you!” laughed the other man. “All pea shooters and catapults, no doubt. Far too sporadic for you to be able to get your teeth into that.” Rory gasped aloud. It sounded as if the three men were going to eat him!
“Difficult? That is not completely true. Yet you have the edge on me here.” said the tall man. Rory could not decide whether he looked hungry or not. He certainly still looked very stern, though.
“Indeed,” said the man. Rory noticed that the pilot was standing almost to one side, observing the two men almost with an air of interest as if he was watching a particularly enthralling play or having the workings of a particular steam device explained painstakingly. The pilot was tall and gangly-looking, though he somehow gave the impression that he was not used to the uniform. He was very tall, with dark eyes, and as he approached, he smiled, his mouth wide, his teeth gleaming in the sunlight.
“His name is Rory.” said the tall man who had caught him, and the other man nodded.
“Well, Rory.” The shorter man said, “Apologies for holding you up on such a fine summer’s day, but my friend and I are particularly interested in Corrigan Hall. Our pilot here has despatched us here with all due haste on a matter of great importance to the government.”
“I haven’t done nothing wrong, sir,” repeated Rory. “I never go up to the hall, even though it has been abandoned, even if I could go there if I wanted to. My mother says not to go there, and I have listened to what she said.”
“I am sure that is true.” said the man, “My mother was the same. Do this. Do that. I favour she must have been mostly correct. I have turned out not too bad all in all.” He winked, and Rory smiled.
“So why do you come here, Rory?” asked the man, hitching up his trousers and sitting down on the grass. The pilot stepped back, but the tall man looked at Rory, his gaze piercing. “After all, there is not much to see now, is there?”
“Oh, I came originally to listen to the nightingales,” said Rory, and the man sitting opposite him smiled.
“Ah. Such a song. You know they say that particular bird is often heard but seldom seen?”
“It is a shy creature, that’s for sure,” said Rory.
“Came originally?” said the tall man, a gleam in his eye, and his hawk-like attention fully settled on Rory once again.
“Sorry, sir?” said Rory.
“You said that you came here originally to listen to the nightingales. The assumption, therefore, is that reason has been superseded by another. What would that reason be, I wonder?” Rory blushed. He felt trapped and wondered how the man had seen through what he had said so easily. Rory stammered, his mind racing. “Come on, boy!” said the tall man, “Have out with it! We do not have all day to dally here!”
Rory had no time to even think. The man’s piercing eyes demanded the truth and nothing else, and Rory felt that he would know instantly if anyone had the audacity to try and lie to him.
“I came to see the ghost lady, sir!” he yelled out, and he felt the three men bristle. Their attention was entirely on him now. The tall man made to speak, but his colleague held up his hand to stop him, the pilot standing looking on as if mute.
“A ghost, you say?” said the man who sat alongside him and Rory nodded. The man leaned closer, his voice even and precise, though his face betrayed that he had said something of great importance to probably all three of them. What that had been, however, he had no idea.
“Now, Rory. This is very important. More important than you can possibly imagine. My friends here are searching for a lady we believe went missing hereabouts, but you say this lady is a ghost?”
“Yes, she is,” said Rory sheepishly.
“Where does she appear?” he asked, and Rory pointed in the general direction of the circle.
“Over there,” he said.
“What does she do when she appears?”  he asked.
“She sings, sir,” he said. The pilot shuffled awkwardly as if he was barely containing himself. Rory looked at him; his stark features softened somewhat because he was rubbing a tear from the corner of his eye.
“Ah.” said the military man sitting beside Rory, “She sings as sweet as the nightingale, I suspect. Tell me, Rory, what does she sing?”
“I don’t know, sir,” he said. “I can’t make out the words.” The man tutted loudly.
“There really is no need to continue to call me, “sir”.” he laughed. “Call me “John”.” much better.”
“Yes sir,” said Rory and the man smiled.
“Show me where she sings,” he said, and Rory nodded and, standing, led them to the concrete circle.
The tall man looked at it suspiciously, but slowly, he began to walk around it, his walking cane drawing a circle around it as he did so.
“A circular pit, John,” he said. “A circular pit, old friend! Look! It is perfectly plain! There are two indents on either edge, caused, no doubt, by machinery used to pour mortar.”
“Is it the place?” asked the man called John, and the tall man paused, rubbed his chin and nodded.
“It has to be.”
“Oh, my poor dear. Vot ‘ave zey done to you?” said the pilot, speaking for the first time. Rory noticed he had a very strange accent. “Can ve save her?” he continued, “If zis is ver she really is?”
“I think we shall have to dig.” said the tall man, “Before we can use the grapnel, we shall have to free it up a little.”
“I will help!” said Rory, and the shorter man smiled and ruffled his hair.
“Good man!” he said, “I knew you were going to help us!”
“Fetch the spades!” shouted the tall man, and the pilot raced back towards the zeppelin at an unnaturally rapid pace.
“Is the lady buried under there?” asked Rory, and the tall man nodded.
“It would appear so. Never fear though, young man!” he said, “We will get her out.” As they spoke, the pilot was already racing back towards them. “Come, John. Here comes our friend Viktor with the spades.”
“Are you sure you can get her out, sir?” asked Rory. “That looks like concrete to me.”
“Oh, I am very sure.” said the tall man, “I am very sure indeed,” he repeated as he turned back to Rory, a gleam in his eye. “We shall save her, young Rory. We shall save her, or my name is not Sherlock Holmes.” 
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~ In which a late arrival joins an important Parliamentary meeting, the current and ongoing state of the war against the Martians is discussed, an important discovery is made, and disaster falls ~


The zeppelin drew closer to Whitehall, its speed slowing as it approached the scenes of devastation below it. The grey-haired man, smartly dressed but unremarkable in any other way, gazed out of the porthole and noted with unspoken satisfaction the vast number of labourers amidst the ruins scurrying to and fro like ants, slowly repairing, re-building and repairing the ruin the Martian invasion had brought to the centre of the British government and London itself. He knew, of course, that this was the case all over the country, but he could not help but feel that the destruction here was more severe, the smoking ruins and rapidly decaying growths of red weed simmering and dissolving in the strong sunlight. The smell was appalling, and he raised a handkerchief to his face, covering his nose. Cadavers and the strong, alien, musty smell of the decaying Martian fauna was terribly strong. Feeling vaguely nauseous, he reached to his side and opened a small hip flask he had there, taking a quick sip of brandy to steady his nerves and calm his stomach. 
Mere months before, the Martians had descended upon London with a vengeance, yet the House of Commons mainly remained intact.  The surrounding area, however, had had ruin scarred upon it. The hulks of several small ships floated aimlessly in the Thames, their hulls jutting from the water as the wreckage drifted aimlessly in the river's strong current. Further away across the scarred bridge, the tall metal legs of a Martian tripod could be seen, smoke rising from the unmoving remains of the alien war machine. 
It had been so close, he thought. The planet was doomed if the Earth’s invisible bacteria had not proved to be fatal to the Martian invaders. Tripod-like fighting machines had roamed across London, their energy beams striking down zeppelins from the sky, gathering the population for their nefarious purposes. The red weed had slowly and insidiously crept across the streets and countryside, the strange cloying smell that rose from it repugnant to anyone unfortunate enough to encounter it. 
Yet it was not to be. Once the Martians had fallen, the Houses of Parliament had been the first building the labourers in London had been set to repair. It was a symbolic gesture the man considered, and he wondered whose morale the gesture was aimed at - the public or the politicians. The man smiled, confident he knew the answer to that question. He noted with wry admiration that in the morning May sunlight, the House of Commons was already mostly back to its former self, with the exception of Saint Stephen's Tower, which had been raised to the ground. The shattered pieces of Big Ben, the bell known to many far beyond the stretches of the British Empire, were now securely stored in its many fragments in a safe and closely guarded location outside of the city. The government had yet to decide what to do with it, for there were many other pressing issues to be put right first. Infrastructure was essential, but the government came first and had to be seen to be leading from the front. As the zeppelin docked with the steam-driven ground elevator, the man smiled at the progress of work and, standing, took up the small briefcase that rested at his feet, made his way to the zeppelin exit, and took the elevator to ground level. 
“Mind how you go, sir,” said the brass-buttoned elevator attendant as the man, upon reaching the ground, strode out into the bright London sunshine.  “Steam engine rupture in Pall Mall if you’re headed that way. Nasty business. They say it will take a while to clear up the mess.”
The man said nothing but tipped his hat in thanks. Glancing up, he saw the sky was busy with zeppelins of all sizes. Yet, it did not seem to be as busy as it had once been. He knew there were new air exclusion zones in place now, and given the terrorist activities of the northern paupers, he was not surprised. Only a few years earlier, a hijacked zeppelin had been aimed at the mostly untouched buildings at Buckingham Palace before being shot down by ground-based steam-driven missiles.  The members of the socialist terrorist organisation known only as ‘The Working North’ had claimed responsibility, and now London was locked down much tighter than before. The recriminations began at once, of course, and the reprisals upon the northern workers had been fast and brutal. However, the invasion had brought all of that nonsense to a swift and sudden end, for the industrial towns of the north had suffered greatly at the hands of the Martians. Nevertheless, he knew the north was watched closely and with great suspicion. The government had, after all, quite enough to be concentrating on as it was.
Having safely navigated the entrance to the House of Commons and having shown his identification papers to the array of security guards at several checkpoints on his way, he made his way into the House, crossing the foyer quickly as the new restrictions had slowed down his journey and he had not allowed enough time. The committee would already be meeting! Yet he knew his way and easily navigated the corridors and meeting rooms, eventually reaching the room he was looking for. Once again, he had to show his identification, even though the guards knew him on sight, and finally, he opened the door and entered.
Lord Salisbury, the Prime Minister, was seated at the head of the table, eight other men seated around him. He recognised Matthew White and Robert Cecil, the Foreign Secretary and several other cabinet members. There were a few men there that he did not recognise - security people, perhaps, he thought. Noticing that a chair had been left empty for him, he made his way to it, sat down, opened his briefcase, and placed several small sheaves of paper on the cabinet table. He placed his briefcase under the table and looked around the room, trying to catch up with the conversation.
“Hopefully, Downing Street will be back up and running by next month. I am told that Her Majesty has already returned from Balmoral to attend the re-opening.”
“Security sweeps will be completed first, of course,” said the Home Secretary.  
“Well, Fortescue.” said the Prime Minister, addressing the new arrival. “A safe journey, I take it?”
“Yes, thank you, Salisbury,” he replied. 
“I would rather you addressed me as Prime Minister. This is a cabinet meeting, after all.”
“Ah, yes. Of course,” smiled Fortescue. “Prime Minister it is, then. Concerning your query, the security situation slowed me down a little. However, I apologise for my lateness.”
“No need at all,” said the first minister, “We had merely discussed the re-opening of Downing Street. Please bring us up to speed with the current situation for my colleagues here. Of course, I have already been briefed, but not everyone here knows the fine details.”
“Of course,” said Fortescue, gazing at the sheets before him. “As you all know, the Martian invasion of Earth began several months ago, with the initial zone of infringement being Horsell Common, some way south and west of here. I won’t go into the details of the campaign against the enemy, but as we all know, the invasion was eventually defeated by the very air of our planet itself. Numerous microbes of disease - no stronger than the common cold to us - brought the Martians to their knees.” Fortescue looked up. Several of the men around the table were clearly not paying a great deal of attention to what he was saying, for all that he had covered so far mainly had been common knowledge within the circles in which they moved. He decided to move on. 
“However, we have come to understand since then that their arrival on Earth was not without assistance.” He looked up again. Several of the men around the table were now frowning. “Yes, gentlemen. It would appear that an organisation of approximately six highly placed members of the British aristocracy were involved in aiding the Martians with their plans. We believe their aid concentrated on information regarding our current levels of defence, suggesting landing sites for the fighting machines, as well as strategic information that would greatly benefit an invading force.”
“Traitors!” shouted the Foreign Secretary, thumping his fist on the desk. “I’ll see them hanged. I will be damned if I don’t.”
“Indeed,” said Fortescue, shuffling his papers. “That would be greatly beneficial if we could only complete the simple task of finding them.”
“Cowards too.” said the Home Secretary. “Do we know who the six are?”
“Mostly,” said Fortescue. “Lord Corrigan from Abbott Bowthorpe was the main executor of this treason, though he has since disappeared. We know the identity of several of his colleagues, and we have managed to eradicate four of them. The remaining two, however, well, we have no idea whether they are dead or alive. Unfortunately, at least two members of this treasonous Cartel are unknown to us. We do know, however, that there were six of them to begin with. The four we caught were killed before we could interrogate them, sadly. They did not come quietly, sad to say. ”
“We must find out who the remaining two are, man!” said the Foreign Secretary, “We may find that these treasonous bastards may still be in touch with our enemy. Even now, they may be colluding with the Martians to attempt another invasion!” Fortescue frowned, turning to a taller man sitting near the Prime Minister.
“What does the Home Secretary have to say about all of this?” he smiled. The man clasped his hands on the table, gathering his thoughts before he replied. Fortescue pushed his briefcase further under the table, leaning back in his chair to listen to what the man had to say.
“Holmes is in the field regarding a certain asset of ours that had gone missing.” The Prime Minister looked startled.
“She has been found?” he asked.
“We believe so,” said the Home Secretary. “Even now, he is attempting to recover her.”
“The automaton?” asked Fortescue, surprised. He had known nothing of this, and finding out things was usually his forte.
“Oh, she is much more than that, old man.” smiled the Home Secretary. “Very much more.”
“Indeed.” said the Prime Minister as the table fell silent.
Fortescue shuffled quietly in his seat. The involvement of Holmes was unfortunate, but the news of this strange woman was catastrophic. Her reputation was formidable. Yet he could do nothing as unsettling as this news was.  He had his orders, after all.
“With regards to the demise of the Martian invasion and its defeat by bacteria non-lethal to humans, what is the progress of isolating said bacteria?”
“Very well.” said the leader of the Privy Council as everyone turned to face him. “The efficacy of such bacteria is not proving to be a great problem as far as we can ascertain, given the nine-month journey to the red planet.”
“Plain English, man!” said the prime minister, thumping the table. 
“In short, our scientists have harvested a most virulent strain of influenza and isolated it so it can be conveyed to the enemy. We have proved that the journey to Mars will not dilute the strength of this virus in that time. It will be just as effective in a year’s time as it is now.”
“But what of the delivery?” asked the Foreign Secretary. “We now know that the Martians have no defence against our earthborn colds and viruses, but we must get it to Mars first. Do they have defences against attacks of this nature?”
“We have no way of knowing. Yet we do know that they are watching us and, with the help of the traitors here, will almost certainly be planning another strike against us. AS to their defences, it seems unlikely, I would say. As advanced as their technology is, and the tripod shows us just how deadly that can be, never forget that they arrived on this planet in little more than space-driven cannon shells. Their interplanetary travel technology does seem to be, at best, rudimentary.”
“Yet much more advanced than ours.!” snarled the Prime Minister.
“Nevertheless, I feel that if we can introduce the virus onto their planet, then their demise is assured." The Prime Minister looked pensive. It was a monumental and uncertain task that they were contemplating. 
“Now, what of the red weed?” enquired Salisbury, “What was their purpose regarding that?”
“We have come to the conclusion that the Martians were attempting to alter the natural balance of our planet. The red weed, had it continued to spread, would no doubt have begun to alter the natural balance of our atmosphere, making it much more suitable to the Martian’s requirements.”
“How does the work on building the craft that will deliver this virus to the enemy proceed?” asked the Prime Minister.
“Professor Cavor seems confident.” the Home Secretary smiled benignly. “Cavorite seems to be proving to be a most effective substance. We are confident of an early launch. I would say very possibly sometime in the next few months. It is, of course, of great importance that we hit them hard and we hit them fast. Their technology is unknown to us; for all we know, they may have already calculated a method of avoiding our bacteria. Yet our scientists - surely the greatest this world can offer - are of the opinion that this is not the case. The Martians have no corporeal matter to work with, they inform me, and so they will be very much in the dark about the reason for their failure and, fortunately, quite of a loss as to how to overcome it. Put succinctly, unless they can obtain samples of the bacteria that defeated them, they can develop no protection against it.”
“Unless the cabal of traitors has plans to assist their efforts,” said Fortescue. “We have no real means to ascertain their communication with their Martian masters, do we not?”
“They certainly have no Cavorite.” smiled Fortescue, “And as far as I am aware, there are no other methods of interplanetary flight?”
“None that we know of, certainly.” nodded the Prime Minister. Fortescue smiled and pushed his bag further under the table with his foot.
“And the production facilities in…”
“Just outside Sheffield.” smiled the Home Secretary. “Safely out of harm’s way in case of any accidents.”
“Yes, Sheffield.” agreed Fortescue. “Heavily guarded, I assume?”
“Oh, very,” said the Home Secretary. “Ring of steel. We shall have our method of turning our wrath upon the Martians very, very soon, I fear!”
“That will sort those evil bastards out! Said a man at the far end of the table, thumping his fist on the table loudly. “How many warheads?”
“At least half a dozen depending upon Cavorite production."
“I can’t see that being a problem. Now. To other matters.” said the Prime Minister, picking up a sheet of paper from in front of him. “The red weed has mostly been destroyed in an efficient manner, and the burning of Martian corpses is well underway. A gruesome task, no doubt, but necessary, of course. We have so far managed to procure a dozen or so of the Martian fighting machines, of which four are currently operational. The work is slow and arduous as their technology seems to be based upon the use of electrics and the like, unlike our more efficient use of coal and steam. Yet we are making slow progress. The death rays of these machines are quite something to behold. We may have problems replicating them, of course, but if not, a fighting force of twelve of those machines would be quite something to behold.”
“A token force, though, given what we know already of the might of the Martian forces that were deployed across the entire country.” smiled Fortescue. He jabbed his foot against the briefcase under the table, and a small previously concealed pocket fell open, and a slow, almost silent ticking began to count down.
“You sound as if you are impressed by our enemies, Fortescue.” said the Prime Minister warily. Fortescue smiled.
“Indeed, sir. You do have to look at what they did with some degree of awe.”
“Damned if I do!” shouted the Foreign Secretary. “They were defeated by no more than the common cold, damn it! Hardly the work of genius you seem to be considering, I must say!”
“Indeed. It would seem that the Martians did not pay as much heed to the collaborators here on Earth.” mused Fortescue, “Still. That will change. You say that of the six collaborators, one is unknown to you?”
“Yes.” muttered the Prime Minister, frowning. “We know for certain that four of them have been eliminated by our own means, but Corrigan remains at large, or so we think. That leaves but one that we are not aware of. This makes me very uneasy.”
“Well, that is unfortunate.” smiled Fortescue. Under the desk, the clockwork device continued to count down, it’s almost inaudible ticking as of yet not noticed by anyone in the room.
“Unfortunate how?” asked the Home Secretary. 
“In the sense that the cabal that provided the Martians with intelligence regarding their invasion is mostly known to you now. Their primary advantage before this, of course, was their anonymity. Still, it hardly matters now, I would say.”
“In what sense? Spit it out, man! You are talking in riddles!” shouted the Prime Minister. Fortescue smiled slyly.
“In the sense that the Martian Accord - as they are really named - are fully aware that Mars would need to examine and neutralise the bacteria and that the Accord would need to provide them with samples of it. Yet they were not aware of the location of the Cavorite factory.”
“How the hell do you know that?” shouted the Foreign Secretary. “And it’s a damned good thing, too, they are not aware of the factory’s location. What the hell is the matter with you, Fortescue?”
“Oh, nothing at all.” smiled Fortescue, “Though it would seem that the government’s fortunes today are truly mixed.”
“How so?” The participants of the meeting around the table began to shuffle nervously.
“Well, at least you have now the identity of the other remaining member of the Martian Accord. Sadly, however, you seemed to have let slip the approximate location of the Cavorite facility. Major Corrigan will be very pleased, I would say, for he is indeed very much alive and protected by his small army of stalwart Dependables. Very efficient they are, too. A small army of robotic soldiers. Very impressive, they are. They made short work of your so-called marvellous asset, the automaton you sent against him. Victoria Neaves, I believe was her name. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small scrap of charred black cloth, and threw it onto the table with disdain. “All that’s left of her, I’m afraid,” he smiled.  For your information, Corrigan has already isolated the viral bacteria that defeated the Martian invasion. He has samples of it ready to send to our Martian masters so that they can examine and identify the threat that it poses to them. With their vast technology, no doubt that there is but a small period of time before they find a way to find a cure for it. Now they have, at the very least, an inkling of a means of supplying their Martian masters with them for their analysis. The small problem Corrigan has, of course, is getting the samples to Mars. Now that you have provided us with the location of the Cavorite factory, however, our plans can proceed forthwith. Our Martian masters will be greatly pleased, I imagine. The rewards for us assisting them will be very magnanimous, I should say.”
“What?” spluttered the Prime Minister, “What on Earth are you talking about? The discussion regarding the Cavorite production has not left these four walls. And what the hell do you mean by the identity of another cabal member?” Beneath the table, the ticking sound began to accelerate even faster.
“Why, me, of course.” smiled Fortescue. “Also, I fear I may cause you great concern to hear that in my briefcase, which is placed underneath the table, there is a very high-powered listening device which has already transmitted every word spoken here since my arrival to Major Corrigan. If you were able, I would be in contact with the Cavorite facility post-haste to ensure that the security of the factory was increased. Sadly, this will not be the case. There shall be no meeting after this, so to speak.”
“Foreign Secretary!” shouted the Prime Minister, “Get in touch with Sheffield immediately!” Panic rose in the room as the Foreign Secretary began to stand, anger colouring his face.
“I will see you hanged for this, Fortescue! Damned if I don’t!” Fortescue smiled, sweat at last appearing on his brow.
“Unfortunately, not,” he said. “Sadly, the news of the facility being compromised and the somewhat unfortunate news of the re-discovery of the female asset referred to earlier shall no longer be common knowledge. The listening device inside my briefcase was not the only device concealed inside it, I am afraid to say. Afraid for yourselves, of course. My martyrdom is already achieved!”
Beneath the table, the ticking suddenly stopped, and the room exploded.
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~ In which the crew find themselves in the air, there is a sound of church bells, a terrible discovery is made, and Holmes takes control. There occurs also a hurried change of plans ~

The zeppelin headed south. The airship had climbed steeply once it had left the manor and Rory behind, rising high to give the large concrete block suspended below the ship enough clearance. Yet they did not break the clouds, preferring to maintain a slow but steady pace towards London. 
“The government has placed their best scientists at the ready to commence work on freeing the asset from the concrete as soon as we arrive,” said Holmes, sitting apparently at rest beside Viktor, who was piloting the airship.
“Her name is Victoria.” sniffed Viktor, a frown crossing his face. “I hope your scientists are the best. There can be room for ze slip-ups on zis.”
“Of course,” said Holmes, apparently wholly unaware of Viktor’s disdain. 
“I can confirm that,” said Watson, seated behind them. I have heard several of their names mentioned by numerous sources as scientists who are most definitely at the top of their game.”
“Well, let’s hope so,” said Viktor. “She has been in that zlab of concrete for months. Heaven knows what state she is in.”
“Zlab?” enquired Holmes, raising an eyebrow.
“Yes,” replied Viktor impatiently. “Zlab. Block of concrete. The zlab.”
“Ah. Indeed,” said Holmes, staring curiously at the man piloting the ship. “Of course, we know that Victoria was deceived into confronting those who betrayed us to the Martians – not that she was aware of that at the time, but she had no chance to defend herself against their integrated Martian technology. Beaten, they buried her alive in concrete. Heaven only knows how Romney managed to keep her alive.”
“He vill,” said Viktor, “Trust me. If zer is any way he can do so, then he will.”
Holmes and Watson said nothing, and the cabin fell silent.
Below them, the countryside slipped past slowly but surely, but even from the height they were travelling, they were aware that the countryside was marked and scarred by signs of the war against the invading Martians below them. The villages they flew over had come under attack, smoke rising from charred and burnt buildings, the country lanes pock-marked by fire and the advance of the Martian fighting machines. Though oddly, in contrast, the fields mainly seemed untouched, the lush green crops seeming to contrast oddly with the ruined villages. There were occasional stains of what remained of the Martian red weed, but even from their great height, they could see that the stretches of the vile vegetation were slowly dissolving, melting in the warm afternoon sun.
“Normality returns, slowly but surely,” said Watson, gazing at the ground below them.
“For now,” said Holmes. “Yet we know there are still several collaborators out there, and it is not difficult to deduce that the Martians will not be quite so easily deterred. I fear that our traitorous foes will do their best to advise the Martian war effort on overcoming the everyday germs and viruses that thwarted them.”
“If their technology enables them to do so,” said Watson.
“I fear it is sufficiently advanced, Watson,” said Holmes. “The technology that they employed in the invasion is far beyond ours. The tripod-like fighting machines, for example, with their death rays, the black smoke. The introduction of the red weed to our planet. It all points to technology far advanced beyond ours.”
“Well, medicine is a very different matter to death rays, Holmes. I find it amazing that such a well-thought-out invasion plan could fail simply because the Martians had not considered the fact that our native bacteria would be so deadly to them.”
“Theirs is a very different world to ours.” said Holmes, “We know nothing of their civilisation except perhaps their war-like nature.”
“It is the not knowing that iz the issue, I think,” said Viktor, glancing at the dials on the ship. The controls more or less ran themselves, but he kept a careful watch on the dials and compass, ensuring that the ship was heading as fast as it could towards London in as straight a trajectory as he could point it. Slowly, the English countryside passed them by as they headed as swiftly as they could towards London. Below the ship, the shackled block of concrete swayed ominously with the ship’s movement. 
“Iz zat church bells?” enquired Viktor as the sound of pealing bells rose to their lofty position from below as the zeppelin soared over yet another village.
“They have hardly stopped since it was apparent the Martians were defeated,” said Watson, “London is veritably chiming with them night and day.” Holmes sniffed loudly.
“How lovely,” said Viktor, “Triumph over adversity and all zat.”
“Quite.” smiled Watson as a small whistle sounded about the ship.
“The communication device!” shouted Holmes, pulling the listening tube from the dashboard before anyone else could reach it. “Sherlock Holmes,” he announced as he flicked a small switch on the dashboard. Instantly, the cabin of the ship was filled with loud static. Viktor raised an eyebrow. He was not particularly fond of sudden loud noises. 
“Holmes,” rose a voice from the device. “I have the Prime Minister for you.”
“Very well,” said Holmes, and there was a small pause on the other end of the line as, presumably, the speaking tube was passed to the Prime Minister. 
“Holmes.” came a ragged voice from the speaker on the brass-plated dashboard. The voice sounded forced, exhausted somehow.
“Prime Minister,” said Holmes, “You have news?”
“The cabinet is all dead, Holmes,” said the Prime Minister, struggling to speak.
“Good Lord!” said Watson, standing from his seat in outrage.
“The last known traitor aside from Corrigan…” there was a pause as the Prime Minister struggled to speak, “Was Fortescue. He detonated a bomb at the cabinet meeting. I survived - barely - by complete chance.”
“Lord Salisbury…” began Holmes, but Salisbury continued. “He transmitted the discovery of the asset and the Cavorite factory to Corrigan. That damned traitor knows everything!”
“I see.” said Holmes, “Very well. We shall take appropriate measures here. Our mission regarding the recovery of the asset has been a success so far.”
Viktor tutted loudly beside Holmes, drumming his long fingers on the ship console. There was a long silence on the other end of the line. Loud voices could be heard somewhere in the background.
“Don’t let them have her.” gasped the Prime Minister, his voice more a series of gasps, and the line fell quiet.
“Lord Salisbury?” asked Holmes, but there was silence. Then came a scrabbling noise as if the speaking tube was being picked up again.
“I am sorry, Mr Holmes,” came a new voice on the line, “but the Prime Minister is dead.” Watson gasped once again.
“Very well.” said Holmes, showing no emotion at all, “We shall deal with matters here. No doubt you have much to attend to there.”
“Yes sir.” came the voice, and the call disconnected.
“Holmes,” began Watson, but the detective held his hand up, warning him to silence as he slowly returned the speaking tube to its cradle. For a long moment, the detective stared out of the window, lost in his thoughts as the countryside rolled past beneath them.
“Viktor.” said Holmes, “We must change course. London is not safe for us now. Victoria is our most important asset now.” Viktor tutted again but was already turning the wheel.
“So, ver vill we go now?” he inquired, a very pointed eyebrow raised.
“We will take her home.” he said, “Her own residence is quite secure and unknown to our enemies. That is the major thing for us to remember. I recall her house is located in a secluded backwater outside Little Cookham, correct?”
“It is,” said Viktor. “It is very quiet there. Only the locals seem to be aware she is there; arriving with vot seems like a never-ending procession of buns and cakes so they can glimpse her wallpaper or the like.”
“Perfect.” smiled Holmes, “Rural curiosity is an enigma to myself, but no doubt still genuine. I am sure that she will be safe there.”
“Very well.” smiled Viktor, and having first glimpsed at the ground and then the compass, he turned the wheel, and the ship began to change course towards Little Cookham. It was very near – but a few miles from their current location. Viktor smiled to himself. He had not been over fond of taking the concrete slab and who it contained to London, but if it had secured the release of his mistress, then it was a journey he was prepared to put up with. But Little Cookham was home. It was the right place for her. For if, or when, he corrected himself, they could secure her release.
“What now, Holmes?” asked Watson, panic written across his face. The detective paused again. 
“Corrigan is our nemesis and the last remaining traitor. Nevertheless, he is not to be underestimated. He has a force of Dependables with him of an unknown number.
“I thought the government restricted the number of Dependables he could build,” said Watson.
“They did. However, Lord Corrigan is hardly likely to feel confined by rules. Even with a limited number of Dependables, he will feel that his position is secure. There is no doubt that they are a most fearsome weapon, and until we revive - or at best attempt to revive - Miss Neaves, then we have no idea whatsoever of how many Dependables survived her encounter with them.”
“However, our utmost priority is the Sheffield Cavorite factory. Its protection is paramount. If Corrigan were to get his hands on Cavorite or seize any of our ships that are currently being built to convey the virus to the Martian planet for the Martians to examine, then all would be lost. I shall contact them now. I have the details for the overseer of the factory. It is already exceptionally well-defended, but I think that we shall have to encircle it with an even stronger ring of steel. Corrigan’s Dependables are formidable, especially as we do not know the size of the forces he has arraigned against us.”
Holmes again turned dials on the console and placed the listening tube to his ear.
“General Browning, please,” Holmes announced into the tube, and Watson and Viktor could hear the crackling of a voice and then silence. Holmes reached forward and pressed a button on the console. The familiar sound of static filled the cabin, fading slowly to a dim silence.
“Come on, man!” muttered Holmes impatiently, “Time is of the essence!” A gruff voice sounded around the airship’s cabin as if conjured by his voice. 
“General Browning.” announced the voice.
“General, Sherlock Holmes here. We have grave news, I am afraid. Major Corrigan has discovered the location of the factory you are defending.”
“Good Lord!” spluttered Browning.
“Indeed.” continued Holmes, “He does not have the precise location, but he does know that it is Sheffield. I fear he may have a force of Dependables with him.”
“How many?” demanded Browning.
“Of that, we are unsure,” said Holmes, “But you must ready your defences. Unfortunately, the cabinet is… somewhat indisposed at the moment, but I have the connections to speak to the military to send more reinforcements to shore up your defences. Make ready, Browning! The future of our entire civilisation is in your hands!”
“Very well, Holmes. Get me those reinforcements, and the safety of the Cavorite and the interplanetary ships is secured!”
“They are as good as on their way.” said Holmes, “But to be sure, if it seems as if your defences are to breached, then you must destroy the Cavorite! Under no circumstances must Corrigan get his hands on it.”
“Very well,” said Browning, and the line went dead.
Holmes replaced the tube on the console.
“I hope that will be enough.” mused the detective, “Our forces are greatly depleted. I shall speak to the military forthwith and secure as many troops as I can. The defence of the factory must be our primary focus.”
Watson frowned. “The Cavorite factory will no doubt be the most important thing to him, but he also seems to be concentrating on destabilising the country. For pity’s sake, he has just wiped out the entire cabinet!”
“It will take much more than the death of several senior politicians to bring this country to its knees.” said Holmes coldly, “No doubt work is underway already to replace them. A coalition would be an excellent path forward, I fancy.”
“But Holmes,”  sighed Watson.
“We have no time for sentiment, Watson.” said the detective loudly, “Corrigan plans to confuse and undermine us at every turn. To him, the path of chaos surely leads to him achieving his aims. If he somehow manages to send a sample of Earthborn viral matter to the Martian Hoard, then the Earth is doomed. If the Martians can circumvent our natural bacteria, we will have no defence against them.”
“Damn the man,” spat Watson, “Traitorous bastard!”
“Now then.” chided Holmes as he retrieved the speaking tube from the console and began to turn several dials just below it.
“De-stabilise us, damn him.” continued Watson, “I think there is little left for him to achieve in that area. He has just destroyed the government!”
“Democracy survives, Watson,” smiled Holmes, “You will see.”
Holmes had lost track of the dials he had turned and so replaced the speaking tube, and the dials spun automatically and reset. Holmes lifted the tube once again.
Watson frowned. “But
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