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Chapter One


‘Get him!’ 
Jack Mason turned. At first, all he saw was a foggy street. Steamcars belched smoke into the thick mist. Ramshackle brick tenements lined the road with airships crisscrossing the sky above. Beyond them soared the London Metrotower, a two-hundred-mile tower that reached to the edge of space. 
Then three figures emerged from the fog: Charley Spratt and his cronies—Alfie and Felix Smithers. 
‘There he is!’ Charley yelled. 
Uh-oh, Jack thought.
He broke into a run as the other boys gave chase. Jack was fourteen with blue eyes, brown hair, a wiry physique, and was small for his age. 
But he was fast. 
‘You’re going to be sorry!’ Alfie yelled. 
Jack raced down the street. They were all inhabitants—some would say inmates—of Sunnyside Orphanage, surely the most inappropriately named organisation in all of London. If there was a bright and sunny side to the institution, Jack had yet to see it. He’d spent the last two years at Sunnyside, where there was never enough to eat, and the clothes provided to the children were little more than rags. 
The owner, Mr Daniels, had been unsuccessful in finding Jack gainful employment. Like the other staff at the orphanage, the man was generally decent, but the children were another matter. They ranged from kind and clever to cruel and evil. 
Charley and his friends definitely fitted into the latter type, making it their mission in life to inflict pain on the smaller children. 
That morning, Jack had paid Charley and his gang back for some of those evil acts. After dragging their boots on, the feet of all three boys had sunk into mud. Charley may have been dumb, but he knew who had pulled the prank. His eyes blazed with hatred as his gaze met Jack’s. 
You wait, the bully had mouthed. 
Well, the waiting was over. 
Jack raced down the street. 
‘No one makes a fool out of Charley Spratt!’ Charley yelled.
They were getting closer.
I’ve got to shake them off, Jack thought. 
He had to lose them and return to Sunnyside some other way. Jack raced past a line of chugging steamcars, black smoke pouring from their chimneys.  
Jack spotted an abandoned factory. The surrounding fence was missing a few boards. Climbing through, he saw a pair of huge double doors leading into the plant. Racing across the yard, he glanced back to see his pursuers squeezing through the fence.
The double doors were ajar. Jack elbowed through. The building had once been an ironworks. Hazy light bled through high windows around the vast exterior. Huge pulleys and conveyor belts ran overhead from one end to the other. At the rear lay the foundry where ore was once smelted. 
The interior spread out before him. Unfortunately, there were few places to hide. His only real place of refuge lay…
His eyes angled up.
…above.
A set of stairs led to a mezzanine. Jack raced up. Pieces of machinery and discarded metal lay in half gloom on the next level. He took refuge among rickety shelving as voices drifted up to him. 
‘I saw him come in here.’ 
That was Felix!
‘Well, I can’t see him now,’ Charley said. 
‘Maybe he found a door?’ Alfie suggested.
Jack started to breathe easier. He hated bullies. People like Charley and his gang had little interest in learning about the world or becoming better people. By comparison, Jack was a reader. It made him stand out from many of the other kids at Sunnyside. 
The bullies had a short attention span. Jack thought if he stayed where he was, the gang would eventually lose interest and leave. Then he’d find another way back to Sunnyside.
Crash!
Jack jumped. 
Crumbs!
He’d knocked an old pot of paint off the shelf.
‘Up there!’
That’s done it.
He raced along the mezzanine, diving around pieces of equipment as the boys pursued him. There had to be an escape route down to the floor. He would be safe only if he could find it.
‘You’re gone die, you little rat!’
Charley’s voice sounded close. Very close. Jack reached the end of the building. He hurried between mountains of metal pipes to see if he could find stairs leading to the ground.
Oh no.
Jack glimpsed movement among the piles of junk stacked high on the mezzanine. Alfie had come around the other side to cut him off. In a matter of seconds, Jack would be caught in the middle. He stumbled to a halt. No stairs led down. He glanced over the railing. He was about twenty feet above the floor. Below lay machinery and jagged pieces of metal. A jump from here would lead to serious injury. Maybe worse.
‘You little piece of sludge!’
Jack turned. Charley had caught up with him. He had a piece of pipe in his hand. At his side stood Felix Smithers.
‘You’re gonna regret what you did,’ Felix said. 
‘You’ll be real sorry,’ Charley added. 
Jack glanced in the other direction. Alfie appeared between two junk mounds.  Jack swallowed. He was hemmed in. They had beaten some children at the orphanage black and blue, but they had never actually killed someone.
Although, there was always a first time.
There was no way to escape. Except…
Jack’s gaze swung back to Charley. ‘How about we make a deal?’ he suggested. 
‘What sort of deal?’ Charley asked, suspicious. 
‘How about you learn to read and write—and I won’t call you a dummy?’
Charley’s eyes widened with rage. ‘You little grub,’ he snapped. ‘I’m gonna—’
As the bully started forward, Jack ran at the railing and jumped, his left foot landing on the top rail. Then he pushed off with all his might and leapt into the air.
And for a moment—a single heartbeat—Jack felt like he was back with his parents. As a team of flying trapeze artists known as The Flying Sparrows, they had amazed circus audiences all over Britain. And then, one day, it had all changed. His parents had fallen from the trapeze bars to their deaths.
Jack flew through the air, reaching for a metal hook hanging from a chain. The chain was part of the conveyor mechanism that ran the whole length of the building. Propelled by his momentum, the hook slid along its track, taking Jack away from the bullies and back to the entrance.
The chain reached the end of its track, and Jack came to an abrupt halt. He swung back and forth twice before leaping onto another chain. Balanced by a counterweight, this ferried him to the floor below. 
Jack peered back at the far end of the workshop where Charley and his henchmen stood, staring in astonishment. 
‘See you back at Sunnyside,’ he called cheerfully. As he turned away, Jack muttered, ‘Rotters.’
He hurried outside. The bullies wouldn’t catch up now, and he relaxed as he weaved through London’s busy East End. Steamcars and horse-driven vehicles fought for supremacy on the narrow roads. The fog was clearing now, and he saw lines of airships crisscrossing the sky. The balloons were hydrogen-filled. Every schoolboy knew it was a combustible gas—one spark spelt disaster—but airship design had improved so much over the last twenty years that accidents were rare.
In the distance, the London Metrotower cut the horizon, rising from the heart of what was once Nortley. It reached taller into the sky than the eye could see, punching a hole through the clouds like a mighty elm tree. 
From its upper reaches, planetary steamers navigated the globe, transporting goods to other nations as well as maintaining a military presence at the edge of space.
As the Prime Minister, Horatio Kitchener, had famously said, ‘Whoever controls the heights controls the world.’
Jack half-jogged the last few blocks back to Sunnyside. The place looked more like a jail than an establishment for raising children.
Home sweet home, he groaned. What did I ever do to deserve this?
He was halfway across the courtyard when he heard a voice from behind.
‘Jack Mason!’
He turned to see Mr Daniels standing in a doorway. The emaciated owner of the orphanage looked like a sombre funeral director. He wore black clothes and an ebony top hat.  
The man waved Jack over with a scrawny forefinger.
He can’t know about the boots, Jack thought. 
Unless someone ratted on him.
Jack crossed the courtyard and peered up at the owner. 
‘I have good news for you, Jack,’ the man said. He smiled, although it was more like a grimace. ‘I have found you gainful employment. Pack your things. You’re leaving Sunnyside within the hour.’
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Chapter Two 


‘This is your new home,’ Mr Daniels said as Jack climbed from the steamcar. ‘221 Bee Street. Go to the top floor. Ask for Ignatius Doyle.’ 
Before Jack could utter a single word, Mr Daniels tapped his driver on the shoulder with his stick, and the vehicle chugged off down the street. Jack, standing alone on the footpath, watched it merge with the traffic and disappear into the smoky haze.
He turned back to the building. Ten storeys high, the old brick structure showed obvious signs of wear. Black soot stained the exterior. Most windows were cracked or boarded up. Even the front steps slanted downwards.
Jack wanted to turn and run. But where could he go? He had no family, and Mr Daniels had already said his farewells.
‘Consider yourself fortunate,’ Mr Daniels had explained in the steamcar. ‘It’s often difficult to find employment for young men of your age. Mr Doyle has been after someone with your unique talents. You will find he has an infirmity.’
Jack was not only unsure what ‘unique talents’ Mr Daniels had been talking about, but he was also equally clueless as to the definition of the word ‘infirmity’. 
The hardest part was leaving his friend, Harry Stoker. The boy had been his closest companion at Sunnyside. After a quick goodbye, Mr Daniels bundled Jack into his vehicle and escorted him across London to this rundown location.
Sighing, Jack glanced up and down the street.
Overflowing rubbish bins lined the pavement. A dead horse lay in the gutter on the other side. Steamcars wheezed smoke and steam as they chugged along the street. The open doors of workshops revealed men forging metals and assembling goods for sale. 
Jack gripped the wrought-iron railing and mounted the tilting stairs. He pushed open the front door and entered a dark hallway. 
A glass frame listed the tenants. Mr Doyle’s name appeared next to Level Ten, the top floor. While the other tenants were listed as clockmakers, seamstresses or boot repairers, Mr Doyle’s occupation was left blank. 
He could have been anything. 
Or anyone. 
The elevator shaft lay opposite, and to its right, the staircase. A man occupied the bottom three stairs, sprawled out as if dead, a bottle in a paper bag under his left arm.
He decided to take the elevator.
Jack pressed the call switch and waited. A clanking sound filled the shaft until the chamber heralded its arrival with a blast of steam. Jack climbed in. Pulling the iron door shut, he pushed the button marked ‘10’. The elevator shuddered—as if about to suffer cardiac arrest—and started to ascend. Jack caught glimpses of the other floors through the small glass window. He heard people arguing, saw a fistfight, witnessed a man and woman in a passionate embrace and heard someone singing opera.
The elevator stopped with an uncertain groan, and Jack climbed out. A short hallway lay before him with a door at the far end. A pane of glass in the middle had words inscribed upon it. 
Ignatius Doyle

Consulting Detective

Jack stood reading the words for a moment, then summoned the courage to knock.
‘Come in,’ a female voice responded.
Jack entered a small dusty office. Empty chairs lined the walls. A woman sat at the desk. She wore a ladies walking suit with a white blouse and a blue leg-o’-mutton jacket. Her face was heart-shaped, and she had full lips and a mess of blonde ringlet curls.
Her eyes gave a mischievous twinkle as she smiled at him. ‘Hello. You must be from the orphanage.’
He nodded.
‘No words? Cat got your tongue?’ 
Jack shook his head.
‘What’s your name?’ she asked. 
‘Jack Mason.’
‘I’m Gloria Scott,’ she introduced herself. ‘You can call me Gloria.’
‘Hello Gloria.’
‘And you’re an orphan.’ She got up and, before Jack knew what was happening, gave him a hug. The last woman he could remember hugging him was his mother. A strange sensation welled up in his chest, and he felt ridiculous, as if he was about to burst into tears.
Gloria drew back and held him at arm’s length. ‘It must be so hard losing your parents. Ignatius lost his a long time ago.’
‘Ignatius?’ he asked. 
‘Yes. Mr Doyle.’
Of course.
A bell sounded on Gloria’s desk. She opened a door behind her and leaned through.
‘Yes, Mr Doyle.’
‘Is the young man here from Sunnyside?’
‘He is, indeed.’
‘Well, send him in. We have work to do.’
‘You have work to do,’ Gloria said, turning to Jack with mock sternness. ‘Mr Doyle will see you now.’
Jack passed through the door into an enormous chamber. The apartment seemed to take up the entire top floor. A maze of brass pipes and tubing, leaking steam and smoke, ran across the ceiling. Rooms seemed to have been jammed into the space like boxes of different heights. None stretched as far as the roof. Rectangular windows allowed slanted prisms of light into the cavern. Piles of books and odd-looking contraptions made the place resemble a junk shop. Low tables, filing cabinets, and shelves created corridors through the chaos.
He blinked in astonishment before his eyes focused on the confusion of strange items. He saw a stuffed owl, a miniature Ferris wheel, animals preserved in jars, the plaster of Paris bust of a man, a life-size mannequin of a woman with a missing head, and a chemistry set with Bunsen burners and beakers. And more. So much more that it was impossible to comprehend. 
This was the strangest place he’d ever seen. 
Harry had told him about a racket where children were sold into slavery and sent to faraway places like India. There, they worked in the mines until they died of exhaustion. Jack had laughed at him, but a seed of doubt had been planted. 
A shuffling sound came from the mishmash of belongings. Beyond a desk, jammed between two Grecian columns, a man leapt up wearing a bizarre mask—a beekeeper’s hood. He waved a gun at Jack.
‘Don’t move,’ the masked man ordered.
Bang!
Jack threw himself sideways, hitting the ground. He rolled once, jumped to his feet, and ran from the apartment. Gloria cried out to him, but he ignored her as he hurtled down the corridor. When he reached the elevator, he heard the man’s voice.
‘Wait! Stop!’
Not bloomin’ likely, Jack thought.
Waiting for the elevator would take too long. Jack charged down the stairs in terror, his heart banging like a hammer as the gloomy stairwell closed in around him.
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 Chapter Three 


Harry’s words rang in Jack’s ears. 
‘They kidnap and drug you…you wake up on a boat...forced to work in the mines…feed you scraps...’
As far as Jack was concerned, no one was drugging him, forcing him to work in a mine, or feeding him any scraps. He would rather live on the streets. 
Was the man chasing him? It was impossible to tell. The sound of footsteps echoed up and down the entire staircase. Finally, he saw the old drunk at the bottom. Jack sailed over him in one smooth leap just as the elevator reached ground level. The metal door chuffed open, and a well-dressed man stepped out with the beekeeper’s mask clasped in one hand. 
It was the man who had shot at him. 
The man with the infirmity—whatever that was.
Ignatius Doyle.
‘Wait!’ Mr Doyle cried out. 
Not likely, Jack thought. 
He bolted outside. 
Now, where to go? He darted left and right, then spotted a small group of people waiting to cross the street. Jack pushed between them. 
He ran. A woman cried out. His feet slipped on the cobblestones and he fell. A team of horses charged towards him. 
And then a hand darted out of nowhere, grabbed his coat, and dragged him sideways. The carriage charged by. One more second, and he would have been finished. Jack turned to find himself staring into the face of Ignatius Doyle.
‘You need to let me explain,’ the detective began. 
But he got no further as a dainty fist collided with the man’s shoulder.
‘Mr Doyle!’ Gloria was crimson with fury. ‘How dare you scare the boy! He’s only just walked in the door!’ 
‘I was merely testing a hypothesis,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Can a gun be accurately fired whilst wearing a beekeeper’s hood?’
Gloria drew Jack close to her. ‘I’ve told you before about shooting inside!’
The detective stuck his bottom lip out like a schoolboy caught doing something wrong. ‘It was only one bullet,’ he objected weakly. ‘Surely a little bullet here and there won’t hurt anything.’
‘A little bullet,’ Gloria muttered, turning Jack around to face her. ‘Don’t you mind Mr Doyle. He’s a good man but a tad eccentric. You know what I mean?’
‘Uh,’ Jack began. ‘I think I do.’
He studied Ignatius Doyle for the first time. The man wore a bowler hat with goggles wrapped around the brim, a long black coat, and a brown chequered cape. He was slim, wiry, and about sixty years old. His face was animated as if he were thinking of three things at once, but his eyes were kindly as he peered at Jack. 
He looks like the sort of person who would throw a stick of dynamite into a fire, Jack thought, just to see what would happen.
Mr Doyle took a step, and Jack noticed he moved with a slight limp; he favoured his left leg. ‘I apologise for the scare,’ he said.
‘You come on back to the apartment,’ Gloria said to Jack. ‘Mr Doyle will make you a nice hot drink and sort everything out.’
Ten minutes later, Jack found himself back in Ignatius Doyle’s lodgings, standing in almost the same place as he’d been when the detective had fired his weapon. Now that he thought about it, the gun had not actually been pointing at him.
Ignatius Doyle bustled over to a dartboard on the opposite wall and surveyed it.
‘Just as I thought!’ he said triumphantly. ‘The Queenscliff murder could have been committed by the beekeeper. Oh, but I’m forgetting my manners.’ He lurched forward and held out a hand. ‘Ignatius Doyle.’
Jack studied the hand uncertainly for a moment, then clenched his jaw. 
In for a penny, in for a pound.
‘Jack Mason.’
‘Jack,’ Mr Doyle mused. ‘That’s a good name. Did you enjoy the orphanage?’
To Jack, it was like asking someone if they enjoyed going to the dentist. 
‘Not really,’ he said. ‘I’m glad to be out of there.’
‘I can imagine,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Hmm.’
The detective limped over to a small table. Jack realised the piles of furniture and bric-a-brac formed a sitting room. Of a kind. Mr Doyle inspected a collection of Bunsen burners and chemicals filtering their way through a maze of tubes and curved piping. He removed a large flask of bubbling brown liquid. ‘Care for a hot chocolate?’
‘Oh yes,’ Jack said, his mouth-watering. ‘Please.’
Mr Doyle indicated mismatching seats squashed around a fireplace. Jack took a seat as Mr Doyle planted two mugs of steaming chocolate between them. ‘Hot chocolate,’ he said. ‘Elixir of the gods.’
Jack gingerly sipped his drink. It was delicious. But... 
Could it be drugged? Mr Doyle and Gloria seemed friendly, but was it all part of an evil plan? The temptation was too strong. He took another sip.
Goodbye London, he thought. Hello India.
‘Ah, Bertha,’ Mr Doyle said, rising to his feet. 
Jack turned, thinking a woman must have entered. Instead, Mr Doyle crossed to an empty fish tank, pulled a dead cricket from a nearby jar and dropped it in. Jack watched in horror as an enormous spider scurried over to the cricket and started devouring it.
‘Haplopelma lividum,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘The Cobalt Blue Tarantula.’ He gazed fondly at the creature. ‘Do you have a favourite arachnid, Jack?’
‘Any spider that’s under my shoe while I’m wearing it.’
Mr Doyle looked at him, stupefied until he got the joke and burst out laughing. ‘Good. A sense of humour. But I must warn you that Bertha must be handled only by someone specially trained in arachnology. I must ask you not to play with her unsupervised.’
‘I promise,’ Jack said, seeing no problems in keeping that particular pledge. He sat back and came face-to-face with a jar containing an eyeball.
‘Never fear,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘That’s not a human eye.’
‘Good.’
‘At least, I don’t think it is.’ Mr Doyle scratched his head. ‘Now bring your drink. I must give you the grand tour.’
The grand tour turned out to be something like a cross between the British Museum and navigating a jigsaw puzzle. Mr Doyle pointed out various objects of interest as they walked through the apartment. ‘Shrunken heads from the Amazon. My complete collection of cigar ash from the Birmingham and Leeds districts. Now, this is interesting.’
They paused before a cupboard. On one shelf, assorted plates held samples of bread in different stages of decomposition. Moulds of various colours sprouted over the food. A small plate with a piece of cheese sat next to the others.
‘I’m conducting an experiment into the rate of decomposition of bread at room temperature,’ Mr Doyle explained. ‘It’s for a case I’m handling for the Surrey police.’
‘And the cheese?’
‘Sorry. Yesterday’s lunch. Left it here by accident.’ He popped the morsel into his mouth. They continued around the apartment until Mr Doyle hesitated before a picture in the hallway. It showed him when he was younger. An attractive woman stood beside him with her hair made up into a bun. She looked like she could have been a stage actress. A young boy stood between them.
‘My wife and son,’ Mr Doyle said, his jaw clenched. ‘Sadly, I lost Sarah to cholera. A tragic waste.’
He didn’t mention his son. Instead, he motioned Jack down the hallway to an open doorway. ‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘These are your lodgings.’ 
Jack looked inside—and his mouth fell open. The room measured about twelve square feet. Back at the orphanage, Jack had shared a dormitory of this size with seven other boys. That room had no heating and a single window, a small, book-sized square of glass set high on a wall. At night, a solitary gaslight lit the tiny chamber in the brief hour before the boys went to bed.
Jack stepped into his new bedroom. Late afternoon sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating a wardrobe, chest of drawers, a perfectly made bed, and a desk. The walls were freshly painted. A sketch of a red dog leaping over a stream decorated one wall. A door led off to one side.
‘Your bathroom is through there,’ Mr Doyle explained.
My bathroom, Jack thought, unable to believe his eyes. I have a bathroom.
He staggered over to the door and peered inside. A toilet, shower, hand basin, and bathtub filled the interior. Black and white tiles decorated the floor. A vase with a small bunch of posies sat on the basin.
‘I hope you don’t mind the flowers,’ Mr Doyle said, almost apologetically. ‘They were Gloria’s idea.’
Jack found it hard to speak. ‘The flowers are fine.’ 
It was all fine. More than fine. Incredible. 
‘My room is down the hall,’ Mr Doyle continued. ‘Gloria lives at the far end.’
The detective continued his tour through the vast apartment. Another experiment was being conducted on top of a filing cabinet—this one to discover how long it took for maggots to turn into flies.
‘Uh, Mr Doyle,’ Jack started. 
‘Yes, my boy.’
‘What exactly is it you do?’
‘What do I do?’ Mr Doyle raised his eyebrows. ‘Why, I thought you knew.’
Until now, Jack had imagined Ignatius Doyle to be some kind of scientist: a very eccentric scientist. 
That much was obvious. Maybe a mad scientist who tinkered in the confines of his home. 
‘Not really,’ Jack said. 
‘I’m a consulting detective,’ the man explained.
‘And what—exactly—is a consulting detective?’ Jack asked. 
Mr Doyle smiled mysteriously and led them outside to a balcony overlooking Regent’s Park. Lines of airships formed a grid across the sky. A steam train chuffed between buildings as horns sounded distantly from the river Thames. 
The detective settled his thin frame into a wrought-iron chair and indicated for Jack to sit. He took another moment to pack a triple-chambered brass pipe with tobacco and light it. 
‘The world has changed, Jack,’ Mr Doyle said finally. ‘And so have the criminals. The police are good enough when dealing with run-of-the-mill scoundrels. The vagabond who gets caught in the act. Or simply confesses when confronted by a burly constable.’ He puffed on his pipe. ‘But what can the police do when forced to deal with a criminal matching their own brainpower? Or an adversary of greater intelligence? Such people can get away with murder.’ Mr Doyle leaned forward. ‘That’s when the police turn to me.’
‘I don’t keep up with the news,’ Jack said thoughtfully. ‘But I don’t think I’ve ever heard of you.’
‘I’m sure you have not,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘I am not keen to attract attention, and the police are equally sparing with their recognition.’
‘And you solve…crimes? For the police?’
‘Or for others who seek my services,’ the detective said. ‘And I’m not always successful. Sometimes I’m thwarted.’ He frowned. ‘For instance, I have a particular adversary I’ve been hunting for years. A master criminal known only as Professor M. So, I am not always successful, but I usually am.’
‘But how do you do it?’
‘I use the powers of observation and deduction,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘People frequently look, but rarely do they see. It is the role of a detective to collect the pieces of the jigsaw and assemble them into a composite whole.’
Jack glanced back into the apartment and noticed a sepia photograph on a small coffee table near the door. ‘Mr Doyle,’ he said, frowning. ‘Is that who I think it is?’
Mr Doyle gave the picture a sideways glance. ‘Only if you think it is the King. If you thought it was a hump-backed gorilla, you would be mistaken.’
‘But you’re standing next to him!’
‘I assisted His Majesty in a case involving a diamond necklace, a plum pudding, and a cat with five legs.’ He gave a small shrug. ‘A trifling matter.’ 
‘That’s amazing.’
‘I have solved far more interesting cases.’ Mr Doyle waved his pipe airily. He stood and paced the balcony. ‘That was in my younger days.’ The great detective fell silent. ‘Of course, I’m not the man I was. Oh, mentally I am. Probably more so. No, it’s my body, Jack. I’m not as fast, not as strong, and certainly not as sprightly.’ His eyes angled over to Jack. ‘That’s where you come in. That’s why I need you.’
Jack tried to think of how he could help. ‘You mean, to run messages…or...?’
‘More,’ Mr Doyle said. ‘Possibly much more. I need someone who can go places where I cannot. I need a person with a younger mind. A fresh perspective! And I understand your family were circus performers.’
‘Yes.’ Jack felt a stab of pain at the memory. ‘We were trapeze artists. The Flying Sparrows. We were very good.’
His mind drifted back to the circus, remembering how he’d bounced on the net as his mother flew through the air from one trapeze to another.  
‘I understand your parents were killed in an accident,’ Mr Doyle said sympathetically. ‘I’m very sorry.’
Jack nodded. ‘Back then we were known as one of the best troupes in the business.’
‘And now? How are your acrobatic skills?’
‘I’m a little rusty,’ Jack admitted. ‘Although, I’ve tried to keep in practice. Still, you might be better with someone older. An adult—’
Mr Doyle interrupted. ‘An adult can do many things, but you can do so many other things. Sometimes a young person may ask questions or go places without fear or favour, all the while wearing a mask of innocence. You would be perfect for the job. If you’re interested, that is.’ 
Jack gazed out at the skyline. Darkness was falling, and the first chill of night was in the air. He thought of the children back at Sunnyside. They would be eating their evening meal right now. An hour of free time would follow, then bed. Tomorrow would be the same pattern. And the day after.
The detective seemed to sense his hesitation. ‘You don’t have to decide immediately. I’m sure you’ve had an enormous day. You must eat and rest. Would you like some cheese? I think there’s some in my pocket.’
‘No thanks, Mr Doyle.’
The detective led Jack back to his bedroom. He spoke as Jack peered about the room again. ‘I have arranged a tutor for you. Miss Bloxley. She will teach you maths, French and Latin, history and politics.’
‘Latin,’ Jack repeated the word, trying to sound enthusiastic.
The detective grunted. ‘I always hated it too.’ He motioned to the chest of drawers. ‘A selection of clothing. I hope it fits. I checked your size with Mr Daniels at the orphanage. Anyway, I’ll leave you to it. We can talk in the morning.’
Jack closed the door and changed for bed. The pyjamas were a little large but very comfortable. Before he turned off the lamp, he reached into his jacket and emptied the pockets. They contained his only worldly possessions: a tiny locket photograph of him with his parents and a compass his mother had given him.
He examined the picture. It showed the three of them in their costumes. Above them hung a banner—The Flying Sparrows. His father was tall with a thin handlebar moustache and a cheery smile. His mother was very pretty; she looked like she could have portrayed Helen of Troy in a Grecian painting, except she wore a mischievous grin as if she’d just told the punchline of a joke. With some surprise, Jack realised he resembled his mother. He’d never noticed before.
Jack firmly planted the picture on his bedside table. 
He missed the fun and the laughter and everything that made up their small family. It was always The Flying Sparrows versus the world. Turning the light out, he lay back and listened to the sounds of London: horse-drawn carriages, steamcars, men and women walking the neighbourhood. The faint glow of the gaslit streets cast ghostly shadows across his walls.
Now there’s just me, he thought. And I’m alone. 
He remembered the tarantula. 
Well, not completely alone. 
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Chapter Four 


Jack stirred himself from a deep slumber. He’d been dreaming of a mine in India where he was forced to toil with cheese as his only food. The overseer had just approached him with a whip when he was saved by the sound of knocking. 
He sat up groggily. Light streamed through the window. The clock on his bedside table read ten o’clock.
‘Come in,’ Jack called.
Ignatius Doyle appeared in the doorway with a slab of toast jammed between his teeth.
‘The game’s afoot,’ the detective said.
Jack blinked away sleep. ‘You want to play football?’
‘No, no,’ Mr Doyle assured him. ‘That’s just an expression. We have a client in the outer office. I need you ready in five minutes. Chop chop, old chap.’
Mr Doyle disappeared. Jack washed and quickly dressed himself. The clothing in the wardrobe and drawers was clean and new. Jack put on a pair of dark trousers and a blue-and-white striped shirt. They were the best clothes he’d ever worn.
He ran a comb through his unruly hair before navigating the odd apartment to find the detective at the small sitting-room table surrounded by plates of toast, condiments, and tea. 
Jack buttered the bread and slapped on jam while Mr Doyle explained.
‘There is a young lady outside,’ he said. ‘She arrived quite early without an appointment, so I asked her to wait until you were ready.’
‘Sorry,’ Jack said through a mouthful of toast. ‘I must have





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Copyrights
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        3.
        
         Chapter Three 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Five 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Six 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Seven 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Eight 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Nine 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Thirty 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty-One 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-Two 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/6be7b354-f5df-4e08-bcb2-6b71d05961fe.png





OEBPS/images/92897816-d0a0-44e8-ac46-73e3b3af977c.jpeg
DARRELL PITT
THE

riIREBIRD
MYSTERY

A STEAMPUNRK DETECTIVE ADVENTURE

BOOK ONE

KENT STREET PRESS







