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CHAPTER ONE

10 Downing Street
London, England

It was midnight in London. Lights were being extinguished; the theatres and restaurants were closing their doors. Street lamps glowed and on Piccadilly Circus, illuminated advertisements glittered. The windows of Sinclair’s, London’s most elegant department store, shimmered gold in the dark.

In Covent Garden, people slept huddled on the doorstep of an old church, under the yellowing sheets of yesterday’s newspaper. In Soho, a lone policeman strode down a narrow, cobbled passage. At the Inns of Court, all was silent – but on Fleet Street, the printing presses clattered through the night, churning out the papers that tomorrow the newsboys would be hawking on every corner.

In Westminster, Big Ben chimed midnight, slowly and solemnly. The policeman on duty outside 10 Downing Street heard it, and was glad. It was the end of his shift and he’d soon be home, toasting his toes before a warm fire.

Behind him, the Prime Minister’s residence was dark, but for the first-floor window of the study, which still glowed with yellow lamp light. Arthur Lockwood was working late.

The Prime Minister had not noticed Big Ben chiming. He was engrossed in his work, making his way through the contents of a red dispatch box. Methodically he set aside one document to read later, before scrawling his initials upon another. The room was quiet but for the crackling of the fire, and the regular tick of the grandfather clock, marking time just as it had for every British Prime Minister since Gladstone. From an adjoining room came the tapping of the typewriter, and an occasional stifled yawn from the Prime Minister’s private secretary who was hoping that Lockwood would soon retire for the night.

Just then, something made the Prime Minister pause. As he reached into the box to take out the next document, he saw something unexpected – a small envelope. It was still sealed, which was odd in itself. The other letters in the box had already been opened and reviewed by his staff. But this envelope was unopened, as if it had been slipped secretly amongst the rest by an unseen hand.

The Prime Minister slit the envelope open. Inside he found a folded sheet of paper. A new expression of sharp curiosity passed across his face.

‘Horace,’ he called after a moment. ‘Set up a meeting for me tomorrow. The Secretary for War and the Admiral of the Fleet.’

‘Very good, sir,’ came the secretary’s voice, sounding a little weary.

‘New York, eh?’ murmured the Prime Minister to himself. Then he crumpled the letter, and tossed both it and the envelope into the fire, before turning back to his red box.

In the fireplace, the envelope flared up, and for a few seconds, the flames illuminated a symbol on its reverse.

It was so small it could easily have been dismissed as no more than an ink blot – a twisting shape that resembled a black snake, or perhaps a dragon.

It flamed orange-red for a moment, and then it disappeared.



CHAPTER TWO

Taylor & Rose Detectives
Sinclair’s Department Store
Piccadilly, London

The clock was striking eight, as Sophie opened the door with the gold letters reading Taylor & Rose Detectives. It was early, but she’d already been awake for hours. At last, she’d given up tossing and turning, got out of bed, and come to the office. If she couldn’t sleep, she might as well work.

The office of Taylor & Rose Detectives looked just as usual. There was the desk where Mei Lim, who worked as their receptionist, welcomed clients. There was the waiting area, with its comfortable chairs and illustrated fashion-papers. Beyond was the office that belonged to Billy Parker, the office manager, and then the little room — not much more than a cupboard really — where their technical expert Tilly Black spent hours experimenting with everything from fingerprinting techniques to an extraordinary-looking contraption called a phonograph, which she’d assured Sophie was going to be tremendously useful to them in future cases.

Last of all was the office that Sophie and Lil shared. Their desks, marked Miss Sophie Taylor and Miss Lilian Rose faced each other companionably. Her own was neat and well-ordered, exactly as she liked it; Lil’s was, as usual, in chaos.

Sophie pushed back the window curtains to let in the morning light. She’d always loved this view and now she lingered for a moment, looking down at Piccadilly Circus, watching the city come to life. Shop shutters rattling up; blinds being opened in the windows; delivery boys on bicycles, weaving between the omnibuses carrying clerks and telephonists to work.

Everything seemed so ordinary. Yet it wasn’t. The letter that had kept her awake half the night was sitting squarely in the middle of her desk, as if it was waiting for her.

It had arrived yesterday, wedged in the middle of a thick stack of envelopes. Taylor & Rose received a lot of correspondence these days – enquiries from potential clients, but other kinds of letters too. Flowery epistles, praising Lil’s beauty. Disapproving notes, asserting that it was most improper for two girls to run a detective agency. Enthusiastic messages from other young ladies, who thought it would be rather a lark to become detectives themselves. This stack had also included a long letter from their newly retired mentor, Miss Ada Pickering, postmarked Colorado, USA; a picture postcard of blossoming cherry-trees addressed to Sophie from her friend Captain Nakamura in Japan; and a telegram for Lil from West End director Gilbert Lloyd, who wanted her to star in a new play. But all this had been forgotten when they had seen the envelope marked with the shape of a twisting black dragon. It was the letter they’d been waiting for: a second message from the Fraternitas Draconum.

Now, taking a long breath, Sophie sat down in her chair and read it all over again.
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For six months they’d believed Joe was dead — murdered by the sinister secret society known as the Fraternitas Draconum. Only Lil had refused to give up hope. But then another secret agent, Captain Forsyth, had been revealed as a double agent, secretly working for the Fraternitas. When he’d confessed to shooting Joe, even Lil had begun to accept that Joe was really gone.

Now everything they thought they knew had been turned upside down. Like something from an impossible dream, it seemed that Joe might be alive after all.

Alive, but a prisoner in the hands of their enemies.

The Fraternitas Draconum, also known as the Brotherhood of Dragons, was a shadowy criminal organisation whose influence stretched across Europe and beyond. Already rich and powerful, they would stop at nothing to increase their wealth, plotting to spark off a terrible war in Europe from which they could profit. The Fraternitas had cast a dark shadow over Sophie’s life. They were responsible for the deaths of her parents, and it was because of them she’d been left powerless and friendless, all alone in the world.

But Sophie was neither powerless nor friendless any longer. Now, she was co-proprietor of Taylor & Rose Detectives, an agent of the British government’s Secret Service Bureau, and a sworn member of the Loyal Order of Lions, dedicated to opposing the Fraternitas.

Now, in the cool light of a new day, she tried to look at the letter as calmly and objectively as she would a piece of evidence in an ordinary case. Like the previous letter they’d received a week earlier, it was postmarked New York and signed by the Black Dragon. That was the code name used by Lady Tremayne – the sister of their old enemy, the Baron. After the Baron’s death two years ago, Lady Tremayne had escaped to America, where she’d taken on a new identity as the mysterious ‘Mrs Davenport’. She’d also taken her brother’s place within the most senior ranks of the Fraternitas, becoming the Black Dragon. Now it seemed that she was the one behind Joe’s disappearance.

Sophie’s heart felt heavy as stone as she contemplated the message. It was blackmail, pure and simple. If they wanted to save Joe, they’d have to hand over the Draco Almanac – the ancient book which contained instructions for making a terrible weapon. They’d done everything in their power to stop the Fraternitas from getting the Almanac. Sophie had even tried to destroy it by plunging it into the waters of the Venice lagoon. But their Bureau colleague Captain Carruthers had rescued it, and now it was here – back in London, in this very office.

She leaned over to open the small safe in the corner of the room and reached inside. Taking out the book, she placed it on her desk beside the letter.

It looked so small and harmless. Just an old, battered book with a gilded cover, like something you might find in an antique shop, or the library of a grand old house. But Sophie knew it was very dangerous indeed.

They’d worked for months and travelled across Europe to find the Almanac. They’d faced countless dangers. People had died. How could they even consider taking it to New York and putting it into the hands of the Fraternitas?

‘There isn’t a shred of proof that they really have your friend,’ Carruthers had argued, when the Black Dragon’s first letter had arrived a week earlier. ‘We heard Forsyth say he shot him!’

‘But he didn’t say he killed him.’ Sophie had been racking her brains to try and recall exactly what Forsyth had said in those moments underground, while all the time her heart had been pounding. Joe could still be alive.

‘Even if they do have him – which hardly seems likely after all this time – what possible guarantee do you have that she’ll actually release him in exchange for the book?’ Carruthers had demanded. ‘This is the Fraternitas, for heaven’s sake! They’re criminals. They can’t be trusted!’

‘But if there’s even the slightest chance . . .’ Billy had said in a hoarse voice. Looking at him, Sophie had seen the same emotions reflected on his face that she felt herself – astonishment and hope and excitement and fear all mixed up together. Nothing had been right since Joe had gone. He was their dearest friend, and the thought that he might still be alive was almost too much.

Carruthers hadn’t understood that, but he didn’t know Joe. He’d reached straight for the telephone. ‘We need to inform the Chief at once.’

But Mei had dived in front of him. ‘No!’ she’d exclaimed. ‘The letter says we mustn’t tell anyone! If they find out we’ve disobeyed their instructions, the dragons could hurt Joe – or worse!’

‘You can’t possibly keep the Chief in the dark about something like this!’ Carruthers had spluttered. He’d turned to Sophie and Lil, assuming they would back him up, but they’d both stayed silent. Lil had barely seemed to hear him. She’d been staring at the letter, pale as a ghost.

Sophie’s heart had ached for her. This was awful for all of them, but worst of all for Lil. She and Joe had always been close, but before Joe had disappeared, it had seemed as though their friendship might be turning into something more.

Lil had worked harder than anyone to find Joe. She’d steadfastly refused to give up on him. Now, just as she’d begun to accept he wasn’t coming back – this.

What did it mean? Was he alive – or not? For a moment, Sophie had felt a rush of desperation wash over her. But then she’d heard her papa’s voice in her ear – brisk and practical and clear as a bell. No sense in losing your head.

‘Mei’s right,’ she’d managed to say. ‘The Fraternitas have spies everywhere. The last thing we ought to do is pick up the telephone and tell the Chief. Anyone could be listening.’

Carruthers had looked like he was about to explode. ‘But this is a direct communication from a senior member of the Fraternitas – an international criminal organisation! It’s imperative that we inform the Chief at once!’ he’d blustered.

‘But not on the telephone,’ Sophie had insisted. ‘We should meet the Chief at the safe house, where we can talk in secret.’

‘Very well,’ Carruthers had agreed. ‘I’ll go to him and arrange a meeting.’ He’d reached out as though he was going to pick up the Almanac and take it with him, but Lil, like someone waking suddenly from a dream, had shot out her hand and snatched it back.

‘I need to take that for safekeeping!’ Carruthers had protested. ‘It ought to be locked in the safe at the Bureau, under full official protection!’

But Lil would not let go of the book. ‘We’ve got a perfectly good safe here. The Almanac is staying with us,’ she’d said.

And now here it was. Sophie gazed down at it warily, as though it was a poisonous snake about to strike. There was something about it that made her uncomfortable – the way the gold eye on the cover seemed almost to look at you.

She slid it to the side, making room for a sheet of paper and a pen. Treat this like any other case, she reminded herself. Write everything down – beginning with exactly who they were dealing with. At the top of her paper she jotted: Fraternitas Draconum, and underneath it she made a list of the known members:
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Sophie ran her pen under the words Gold Dragon. There was no doubt he was the most important. They’d encountered his name more than once. Their friend Leo Fitzgerald had even seen him commanding the meeting in Venice. Yet Sophie still knew so little about him. He was not in the least like the Baron. She’d never faced the Gold Dragon on an East End dockside, or down a dark Chelsea alleyway. Even the letter in front of her hadn’t come from Gold himself.

What little she did know had come from Leo, who had carefully described him to Sophie: ‘I’d say he was around fifty. Greying hair. Smartly dressed, like all the rest. And he seemed like he was used to being in charge. He was practical – businesslike. Rather as though he wasn’t addressing a secret society at all, but a board meeting, or something like that.’

‘What about his voice?’ Sophie had asked. ‘Did he have an accent?’

‘He was English, I think. He didn’t have any particular accent. He just sounded . . . ordinary.’

But what was ordinary to Leo might not be ordinary to someone else, Sophie reasoned. Leo’s father was a lord and she’d grown up in a grand country house. ‘Ordinary’ to her would mean something quite different than to Mei, who came from the East End of London. Likely what Leo meant was that he sounded upper-class.

Of course, the problem was that Leo’s description could have characterised hundreds of wealthy, powerful men. But there were some things that set Gold apart – like his connections in countries all over Europe, amongst quite different sorts of people. That was interesting, Sophie thought.

Just then, the door creaked open, and instinctively, Sophie reached for the Almanac to put it out of sight. But she soon saw it was only Lil with a copy of the morning paper in her hand. She looked tired and pale, as though she too had slept badly. She did not much resemble the glamorous young lady whose photograph was once again on the front page of The Daily Picture.

‘Morning,’ she said briefly.

‘Did you sleep much?’

Lil shook her head. ‘No. You?’

‘Not really. Is that another one of Billy’s stories?’ Sophie asked, frowning at the paper in Lil’s hand.

Billy had been thrilled when The Daily Picture’s Roberta Russell had agreed to print some of the detective adventures he’d been writing. But when they’d begun to appear in the newspaper, he’d been horrified to see that she’d changed them. Instead of stories, they’d been presented as reports of real Taylor & Rose cases, with glamorous young detective Miss Lilian Rose as the heroine.

Lil nodded. ‘This time it’s been altered so that the jewels were stolen by a German spy,’ she snorted. ‘Honestly, if you believed what you read in The Daily Picture you’d think there were thousands of the fellows popping up all over the place.’

Sophie knew what she meant. They had encountered a handful of German spies – most memorably, the secret agent they knew only as ‘the grey man’ who worked for the Berlin spymaster Ziegler. Yet they knew from experience that they were few and far between. In spite of that, the London newspapers were now so full of reports of German spies that readers might easily believe the city was overrun with them.

Lil saw the letter lying on Sophie’s desk, and dropped into a chair beside her – all thoughts of spies forgotten.

‘It was going round in my head all night long,’ she said softly. ‘I just don’t know if we ought to believe a word she says.’

For a few minutes, they sat in silence. Sophie could hear the sound of the traffic in the street outside, and faintly, the tinkling of the piano downstairs.

‘What do you suppose Joe would say to all this, if he were here?’ said Lil suddenly, breaking the silence.

Sophie knew the answer to that at once. If Lil had been a prisoner of the Fraternitas, Joe wouldn’t have hesitated for an instant. No matter how unlikely or impossible it might seem, no matter what risks he had to take, if there was even the slightest chance, he’d have gone after her. Just as Lil had gone after Sophie when she’d believed her missing in St Petersburg. Lil and Joe were alike in that way – they were loyal. It was one of the things Sophie admired most about them both.

In that moment, she knew what she must do.

‘I’m going to New York,’ she said decidedly.

‘What?’ Lil exclaimed. ‘You can’t really mean that you’ll give them the Almanac?’

‘We know how badly they want it,’ Sophie said, a plan beginning to take shape in her mind even as she spoke. ‘So let’s use it to draw them out. If Joe really is alive, then it follows he must be in New York too. I’ll go there, as if I’m following the instructions – and I’ll track him down, and rescue him.’

Lil stared at her. She stared so hard that Sophie found herself beginning to blush. She knew it was a bold plan. She might be an experienced detective, but she was still just one young woman, talking of taking on a powerful criminal organisation in a completely unknown city on the other side of the world.

But then Lil began to smile. It was her old smile – a dazzling grin of the kind that charmed even the grumpiest elderly lady, and frequently flustered young gentlemen. Sophie realised that she hadn’t seen Lil smile like that in rather a long time.

‘Oh, well, then,’ said Lil. ‘In that case, I say we ignore this.’ She pointed to the letter and the words travel alone. ‘There’s not the slightest chance I’m going to let you go to New York to rescue Joe without me.’

Sophie smiled back. Lil was right, of course: they’d spent more than enough time working apart. And with Lil by her side, anything seemed possible.

‘But I suppose I’ll have to travel undercover,’ Lil continued. ‘We don’t want the Fraternitas to get wind of what we’re planning.’

‘Well, you’ve had plenty of practice,’ Sophie pointed out. ‘So – it’s decided?’

Lil nodded. ‘Yes. The two of us are going to New York.’

‘Oh, no, you aren’t,’ came a voice from the doorway.

Sophie and Lil looked up to see Billy and Mei standing together on the threshold, looking in at them with very determined expressions. With them were the two dogs – Daisy, the Alsatian, and Lucky, the little black pug – whom they’d evidently taken for a morning run in the park.

‘What on earth do you mean, we aren’t?’ repeated Lil.

Billy’s cheeks turned pink as he hurried to explain. ‘Not just the two of you, I mean. We’re coming too.’

‘If you’re going to save Joe, you’re going to need our help,’ Mei added, her arms folded. At her side, Lucky gave a little yip as if in agreement. ‘We’re all members of the Loyal Order of Lions, aren’t we? We all made a vow to try and stop the Fraternitas. So we’ll all go to New York.’

Mei was right – Sophie saw that at once. This would be the most dangerous mission they had ever attempted, and they were rescuing one of their own. Of course they would need Mei and Billy’s help.

But before she could say any of that, Tilly appeared behind them in the doorway. ‘New York? Are we really? Excellent. I hoped we would.’

Lil laughed. ‘Of course. My mistake. We’re all going to New York to rescue Joe.’

Sophie nodded. This was a job for the whole Taylor & Rose team — together.

Lil grinned, her eyes sparkling. ‘So,’ she said. ‘When do we leave?’



CHAPTER THREE

The Kensington Select Seminary for Young Ladies
Cromwell Road, London

It was four o’clock in the afternoon, lessons were over for the day and the young ladies of the Kensington Select Seminary were in the common room. Some were playing parlour games, while others sat sedately, talking or reading. Several letters and packages had arrived by the afternoon post, and now one pupil was handing around a box of Sinclair’s chocolates sent by a generous aunt. In the window seat, another was engrossed in the new issue of Boys of Empire – which she kept carefully concealed inside a copy of Lady Diana DeVere’s Etiquette for Debutantes, since such magazines were not considered suitable reading material by the strict headmistress, Miss Pinker.

Anna and Evangeline had flopped down on the rug to open their letters. Anna – or, to give her her full title, Her Royal Highness, Princess Anna of Arnovia – had been a pupil at the Kensington Seminary for less than a year, but she was already quite used to being at school. Indeed, there were times when her old life at Wilderstein Castle seemed rather like a dream.

In many ways, school was like being dropped into the pages of one of the school stories she’d always loved reading. There were dull things, of course, like arithmetic and end-of-term exams, but plenty of jolly things too – playing tennis and art classes and having buns for tea. She still had to learn needlework, and the proper way to dispense afternoon tea. But there were also singing lessons and lacrosse matches and splendid times in the common room. Best of all, there was Evangeline.

‘Grandmother has engaged a French governess to chaperone me home for the holidays,’ huffed her best friend now, looking up from her letter. ‘Miss Pinker told her my French could use more work. So now I s’pose I’ll have to spend the whole voyage practising verbs. I don’t see why I have to have a chaperone anyway. I’m nearly fourteen! Why, there are lots of girls who go out to work at that age!’

Anna nodded – though she knew very well that Evangeline was not ‘lots of girls’.

Like Anna, Evangeline had never been to school, and like Anna she was not British. Apart from that, the two girls couldn’t have seemed more different. While Anna had been at lonely Wilderstein Castle, Evangeline had grown up in the most fashionable part of bustling New York City. Her uncle was one of the richest men in America and her grandmother was a pillar of New York society. Evangeline was tall and confident; she spoke with an American drawl; she dressed in marvellous Paris frocks, as fashionable as any debutante; and she seemed impossibly sophisticated and grown-up.

But although they might seem different, Anna had soon realised that she and Evangeline actually had a lot in common. Like Anna, Evangeline was curious about everyone and everything. And like Anna, Evangeline loved the idea of travelling and having adventures. Anna could have listened to Evangeline talk about New York all day long – the people, the theatres, the shops. In return, Evangeline seemed to adore hearing about Anna’s home country, Arnovia – the crooked little streets of the capital, Elffburg, and the gloomy old castle in the mountains where she’d grown up with only her brother for company.

Before long, the two of them had become best friends. And then something really exciting happened: Evangeline had invited Anna to spend the Easter holidays with her in New York.

‘We’ll have the most marvellous time! We’ll go riding in Central Park – and have tea at the Waldorf-Astoria. Uncle Teddy will take us to the beach, and we’ll go sailing in his yacht!’

Anna had listened, captivated, as Evangeline talked. She couldn’t imagine anything more wonderful than seeing it all for herself – but she knew there was not the slightest chance she could go. Her grandfather, the King of Arnovia, would never let her travel all the way to New York. It was remarkable enough that she’d been allowed to go to boarding school in London.

But before she could say any of this, Evangeline had continued in excitement: ‘And that’s not even the best part! We’ll be travelling there on the Thalassa!’

Anna’s eyes widened. The young ladies of the Kensington Seminary did not read the newspapers very often, but even they had heard of the Thalassa – the glamorous, state-of-the-art ocean liner that was now the largest in the world.

‘Uncle Teddy is the founder of Atlantic Line, you know. He’s in Europe on business, and he says we can travel back to New York with him on the Thalassa’s first voyage. Isn’t that something? In the very best suite – good enough even for royalty!’ Evangeline had added, flashing Anna a grin.

Anna did not think that Grandfather would be impressed even by grand ocean liners. But she had not reckoned with Evangeline’s grandmother, Mrs Alma Van Bergen. ‘She’s thrilled with the idea. Having a real-life European princess to stay — why, it’s all of her dreams come true!’ Evangeline said. A string of messages had flown to and fro across the Atlantic: long, persuasive letters from Mrs Van Bergen, and short telegrams in reply from Grandfather’s private secretary.

Now, Anna looked down at the envelopes in her lap. There was a rather inky, scribbly one which she recognised as a letter from her brother, Alex. There was a postcard from Elffburg from their footman and great friend, Karl. But to her surprise there was also a fat letter with the Arnovian royal crest on the envelope. It must be from Grandfather, she thought – no doubt confirming that she would not be allowed to go to New York.

She tore the envelope open, but as she scrutinised the letter inside, she went suddenly quiet.

‘Hey, Anna – are you listening?’ demanded Evangeline, who was still complaining about governesses. Anna did not reply, so she added more gently: ‘It’s not bad news, is it?’

But when Anna looked up from the letter, her eyes were shining. ‘I don’t believe it!’ she said. ‘Grandfather has given me permission. Eva – I’m coming with you to New York!’



CHAPTER FOUR

A Secret Location
Soho, London

The hidden room was silent, but for the crackling of the fire and the pattering of rain against the window. For once, the Chief of the Secret Service Bureau was completely lost for words.

‘Miss Taylor . . . Miss Rose . . .’ he muttered, looking at first one and then the other through his spectacles. ‘Let me see if I have understood you correctly. We have finally acquired the Draco Almanac – containing within it the instructions for making a powerful secret weapon. Obtaining it has required a great deal of hard work and considerable risk to your own safety – let me remind you, Miss Taylor, that barely two weeks ago in Venice, you were almost drowned in an underground tomb. Now you propose going to New York to give the Almanac to the Fraternitas Draconum? The very people we have been working against all this time? And you are actually asking for my support in this?’ There was silence for a moment, and then he continued mildly: ‘Please do forgive me if I seem a little confused.’

‘We’re not really going to hand over the Almanac,’ said Lil excitedly. ‘We’ll only appear to be following the instructions.’

‘Once we arrive in New York, we’ll begin an investigation,’ Sophie explained. ‘Starting with the Black Dragon herself – Mrs Davenport.’

‘We’ll locate her, find out where she’s keeping Joe, and rescue him,’ Lil continued. ‘And we’ll investigate the New York branch of the Fraternitas. We may be able to learn more about the society and its members. Perhaps even the identity of the Gold Dragon himself!’

‘Of course, anything we can learn about the Fraternitas would be of great value,’ the Chief acknowledged with a nod. ‘And now more than ever. All our intelligence suggests that as we’ve closed in, putting them under increasing pressure, the society has grown more determined — and more dangerous. Reports indicate they’re planning something big.’ He frowned. ‘The problem is that in order to act on anything you might learn in New York, we would need hard evidence to back it up. That has always been our trouble with the Fraternitas. They’re generally very careful to avoid leaving any kind of trail.’

‘That’s just it,’ said Sophie. ‘We know how much they want the Almanac. We can use that to our advantage. And if they’re under pressure, they may take risks and slip up.’

The Chief nodded. ‘I do see what you are getting at, Miss Taylor. But if that is your plan, why take the Almanac with you at all? Why not leave it safely at the Bureau?’

Sophie hesitated. She knew that the Chief had expected her to deliver the Almanac to the Bureau the moment they’d returned from Venice. But Sophie had stalled. She knew that as soon as she handed the Almanac to the Chief, his experts would go to work to decipher it — and the Chief would share whatever they learned with his superiors. What if the British government decided to make the deadly weapon for themselves? What if they used it against their enemies? Sophie couldn’t let that happen. She was glad that their plan now provided her with a valid reason not to hand him the Almanac straight away.

She couldn’t say any of that outright to the Chief, of course. ‘We have to give the appearance of following their instructions,’ she said instead.

‘We can’t risk them becoming suspicious – not when they have Joe,’ said Lil.

‘But taking the Almanac to New York would be a far greater risk,’ argued the Chief. ‘I understand your fears for your friend and I sympathise. But you must see that he is just one person. If the Fraternitas were to get hold of the Almanac, then thousands of innocent lives could be at risk.’

‘With respect, sir, I think there may be innocent lives at risk either way,’ said Sophie softly.

The Chief gave her a very sharp look. His expression was difficult to read, and Sophie’s heart began hammering in her chest. She shouldn’t have said that. The Chief was a powerful and important man. He was connected to the highest levels of the War Office and the Admiralty, and reported directly to the Prime Minister. If he wanted to, she knew he could stop them in their tracks. He could forbid their plan, have his men sweep into the office and seize the Almanac for himself. He could shut down Taylor & Rose altogether, or even arrest them, if he felt like it. He was frowning, and Sophie felt dread sweep over her. It had been idiotic to think there was even a chance he’d agree to this.

Then the Chief turned abruptly to his secretary, Captain Carruthers, who was sitting at his side. ‘What do you make of this plan?’

Carruthers looked awkward, and Sophie watched him unhappily. She knew he believed that the Almanac belonged in the hands of the British government. She was certain she knew how he would answer, and so she was startled when he cleared his throat and said: ‘I think Miss Taylor and Miss Rose are right.’

The Chief looked surprised too, and Carruthers hastened to explain. ‘We know the Fraternitas desperately want the Almanac. We have no idea how this proposed exchange will work but there’s no denying it offers a real chance to get close to them. Yes, it’s a risk, but it’s a calculated one. And Miss Taylor and Miss Rose have kept the Almanac safe so far, haven’t they?’ he added, flashing Sophie a quick, pointed look. The Chief still did not know that Sophie had tried to destroy the book in Venice. ‘There’s no reason to suppose that they could not continue to do so now,’ he finished.

The Chief said nothing for a moment. He eyed Carruthers thoughtfully, then looked at Sophie and Lil. ‘No, I am sorry. I cannot possibly endorse this,’ he said at last, slowly and heavily. ‘No matter how much of an opportunity it may present. The Bureau cannot support anything so reckless. It is out of the question.’

Lil looked horrified. ‘But what about Joe?’ she protested. ‘You can’t expect us to just leave him!’

The Chief held up a hand. ‘Listen to me, Miss Rose,’ he said, speaking carefully. ‘I cannot endorse this. The Bureau cannot support it.’ He looked at Lil again, then at Sophie, more intently this time. Sophie stared back at him in wonder. Did he mean what she thought he meant?

‘But –’ Lil began again.

The Chief was still looking at Sophie, and in that moment, she was certain. She grabbed Lil by the arm. ‘Lil!’ she hissed – and Lil fell abruptly silent.

‘We understand,’ said Sophie. ‘Do you have any other orders for us?’

The Chief shook his head. ‘I won’t be needing you again for a few weeks. Captain Carruthers will call at your office in a few days, just to ensure that all of our paperwork is in order,’ he said, taking a casual puff of his pipe. ‘Make sure you have everything ready for him. Tell him if there is anything you need – anything at all. And needless to say, I will expect you to deliver the Almanac to me at the Bureau, in due course.’

‘In due course,’ repeated Sophie, getting to her feet. She pulled Lil up beside her. ‘Thank you, sir. Thank you very much indeed.’

‘Goodnight, Miss Taylor, Miss Rose,’ the Chief said. He spoke in the same casual tone, but his eyes flashed as they met Sophie’s one final time. ‘Good hunting.’

The door had barely closed behind them before Lil exploded. ‘Sophie! What on earth –’ she began.

Sophie squeezed her arm again, but more gently this time. ‘It’s all right, Lil,’ she said softly. ‘We’re going to New York.’

‘But – the Chief said –’

‘He said he couldn’t endorse it. He said the Bureau couldn’t support it. But he didn’t forbid it. He didn’t say we couldn’t go.’

Lil’s eyes widened as she understood. The Chief had made it clear that he could not give them official permission to take the Almanac to New York. But without saying it in so many words, he’d made it known that they should go, just the same.



CHAPTER FIVE

Taylor & Rose Detectives
Sinclair’s, Piccadilly, London

‘It’s a good plan,’ said Billy, nodding earnestly. It was after closing time, and the five of them were sitting in a circle in the office, with cups of hot cocoa and a plate of currant buns.

‘But what about our tickets?’ asked Mei. ‘Our identity papers? The Bureau has always organised everything like that.’ ‘Carruthers will take care of it,’ explained Lil. ‘He came this morning and said he would organise everything for us.’

‘Unofficially, of course,’ added Sophie. She remembered what else Carruthers had said to them. ‘Are you absolutely sure you want to do this? It won’t be a Bureau mission. You’ll be travelling as private citizens, without any of the protections afforded to agents of the British government. That means if anything goes wrong . . .’ His voice had trailed away, but Sophie hadn’t needed him to finish his sentence. She’d known what he was getting at. Without the Chief and the Bureau, they would be absolutely on their own.

‘So we’ll all be travelling undercover – except for Sophie,’ Billy said.

Sophie nodded. ‘I’ll be bringing the Almanac, as though I’m following the Black Dragon’s instructions.’ She tapped the gilded cover of the book as she spoke.

Tilly had been listening in silence. Now, she frowned at the book, and spoke up. ‘Listen, there’s one thing I’ve been thinking about. I know why you don’t want to hand the Almanac over to the Chief and his experts – but why shouldn’t we look at it ourselves? It could help us understand why it’s so important to the Fraternitas — and exactly what the secret weapon is. What did you say it was called – sky fire?’

‘But we’d never be able to understand it!’ said Mei. She reached out a fingertip and flipped open the book’s cover, revealing wrinkled pages covered in cryptic symbols, peculiar diagrams, Latin words and Chinese characters – some of them now rather blurry from being submerged underwater. ‘Just look at it – how would we even begin?’

‘Well, it mightn’t be easy,’ said Tilly. ‘But we could try. After all, I know something about chemistry, and I’m sure Leo would be able to interpret some of these pictures and symbols.’

‘I say – that’s true!’ exclaimed Lil. ‘Perhaps your father could help us with the Chinese characters, Mei? And Jack could help too. He’s studied Latin and Greek.’

They looked excited – all except Sophie. She’d already seen more than enough of the Almanac, when she’d flicked through its pages in Venice. She knew nothing about old documents – after all she hadn’t been to university like Tilly, or boarding school like Lil, or even studied at night-classes like Billy. The only formal education she’d had was the French and fancy embroidery stitches she’d been taught by her old governess, Miss Pennyfeather – unless you counted her ability to identify a Paris hat. But she didn’t have to be able to read the book to feel that something dark and sinister seemed to seep from its pages. She didn’t think anyone should try to decipher it — not even themselves.

‘There could be all kinds of valuable scientific information in there,’ Tilly was saying.

‘And we might learn more about the origins of the Fraternitas. Those legends about dragons and lions!’ added Billy, looking rather thrilled at the prospect of mysterious old tales.

Sophie got to her feet. ‘I’m sorry – we just can’t,’ she said shortly. Before any of the others could argue, she wrapped up the Almanac, put it in the safe and shut the door.

Tilly looked annoyed and the others disappointed. But as soon as the door was locked on the Almanac, Sophie felt better. Silly as it sounded, the book seemed to give off a bad feeling. If it weren’t for Joe, she’d wish heartily that it was still at the bottom of the Venice lagoon.

Several days later, Carruthers returned, bringing with him a thick folder. The outside was neatly labelled, Taylor & Rose: Contracts and Invoices, but inside was something rather different.

[image: image]

‘Well . . . here we are,’ said Carruthers, a little awkwardly, taking a seat beside Sophie’s desk. ‘Papers . . . tickets . . . boarding passes. I’ve secured passage for you on the new RMS Thalassa. You’ll have seen it in the papers. It’s very large – the largest transatlantic steamer there is, in fact – which should make it
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