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    Chapter One

    

    I Discover My Heritage

    

    Iwas eight years old when I found my father’s journals. They were neatly arranged on a shelf above the harmonium, not concealed in any way, but I had not troubled myself to explore that particular collection until one rainy day in 1874, when I tired of my customary amusements and clambered atop the polished wooden top of the instrument to see just what lay within those brown leatherette bindings.

    I did not immediately recognize my father’s handwriting; he had been dead for some four years at that time, so I had not had much occasion to encounter it. I did see immediately that these were hand-written works, rather than printed books, but it took me considerably longer to grasp that they were not fiction and that my late parent was the author.

    Eventually, though, after glancing at first one volume and then another and flipping through pages as my whimsy took me, I decided to start at the beginning, and there, upon the first page of the first volume, I found the inscription, My Journal, by John Thomas Derringer, Age Twelve, and the date, the third day of March, in the Year of Our Lord 1854.

    Needless to say, that captured my attention, and I began reading.

    I cannot overstate my astonishment at what I read therein, at this sudden discovery that my father had led a life of excitement and adventure in the years before my birth.

    My mother found me there, sprawled across the harmonium, some three hours later. I was well into the second volume, covering the autumn of 1854 and the winter of 1855, enraptured by my father’s adventures.

    I received a stern admonishment for climbing on the furniture, but was permitted to continue my reading. Indeed, Mother was kind enough to lift down all twenty-two volumes and help me carry them to my room, so that I might peruse them at my leisure.

    I shall not describe at length the contents of those journals to my readers; I trust everyone who has taken an interest in this account is familiar with the general outline of Jack Derringer’s career as the young companion of the famed adventurer Darien Lord. Nor do I think it difficult to imagine the effect those books had upon me. My father, an adventurer? What a revelation for a lad such as I was. I could scarcely contain my excitement. I read through all twenty-two volumes in a great rush, and when I had finished I returned to the beginning and read through them again.

    Once again, I was enthralled. The realization that the bold and beautiful Arabella Whitaker described in the later volumes was my own dear mother added to the delight I found in my father’s narrative.

    I took some time to absorb what I had read, to ponder on its significance, and then, perhaps a fortnight after that original discovery, I went to my mother with a head full of questions and began asking her for every detail she could recall that my father had not thought worth preserving.

    There were, it seemed, a good many, and my mother answered my questions directly and honestly. That may surprise some readers, as many parents go to great lengths to protect their progeny from the less pleasant facts of life, but my mother was a remarkable woman.

    She did ask, though, that I say nothing of any of this to my playmates, and I took that request to heart. Indeed, it pleased me to keep my father’s life a secret; I feared that if I were to boast of his exploits, my friends would remind me that their own fathers were still present, while mine was not. While there is much to recommend knowing that one’s father was a hero, it seemed to me at that age that there is even more to be said for having a father still among the living.

    I did speak of it to my sister, Mary Ann, who was three years my junior, but I am not sure how much she grasped. She scarcely seemed to understand that we had ever had a father, for he had died two months before she was born.

    It is in the nature of boys to wish to emulate their elders, and so it was for me. The more I learned of the life my father had led, the more I hoped that I might someday follow in his footsteps. I kept this desire to myself for some time, but at last, one night, as Mother and I conversed at the supper table, it slipped out.

    When the words had escaped my lips, and I realized that I could by no means call them back, I stared at my mother in horror. I thought she would dismiss my wish as nothing but a childhood fancy, or perhaps proclaim it far too dangerous a profession for her only son. I thought she would object. I thought she might chastise me for my presumption in thinking I might be capable of such a life.

    I had misjudged her.

    Instead of any of those unfavorable responses, she gazed at me coolly for several seconds, considering the situation, and then said, “If you are to be an adventurer, Tommy, you must be trained for the role. An adventurer must not only be strong and brave, but must also know how to fight, and when not to fight. He must be familiar not only with the arts of combat, but also with the arts of persuasion. He must know not only all the common affairs of mankind, but also as much as he can learn of the secret histories and hidden ways of the world. He must be adept with mathematics, knowledgeable in every science, and alert to the possibilities of the supernatural. To fall short in any of these fields is to tempt Fate.

    “You have read my dear Jackie’s journals; you know what became of Ebenezer Dawes, and the Fancher brothers, and the crew of the Iapetus. Rest assured, my son, that there were many others in the adventurer’s trade besides these who died inglorious deaths through some tiny slip, some minuscule gap in their education, some tragic shortcoming in their skills. You are my beloved son, and it would please me to see you live a long and quiet life, untroubled by any extraordinary risk, but you are your father’s son, and blood will tell. If I were to attempt to keep you at home one moment longer than you choose, I am sure you would find some way to elude me. I knew, when I allowed you to read dear Jackie’s journals, how you might react, and although I felt many a pang, I knew I could not keep the past hidden from you, and that you might respond to this knowledge in the very fashion you have. So be it. If you are determined upon a life of adventure, I know I cannot prevent it, and indeed, I would not ask you to forego it. I remember well the delight your father took in his travels and accomplishments, and how can I refuse you a chance at similar satisfactions? Why, as you have read, I participated in some of those adventures myself, and I can scarcely deny that I enjoyed them. So I will not hold you back, but I will see to it, Tommy, that before you set forth upon the trail, you will be prepared in every fashion I can devise. Would that suit you?”

    I stared at her in astounded delight and exclaimed, “Oh, most wonderfully, Mother!”

    “Then it is done,” she said. “And may Heaven smile upon us in this!”

    

  
    

    Chapter Two

    

    My Education Begins

    

    My education in the adventurer’s arts began the very next day, when my dear mother brought forth several things I had not known we possessed: my father’s pistols and cutlass, several training swords made of birch, and an assortment of other weapons. I was not permitted to shoot or cut anything, but only to familiarize myself with these tools of the trade.

    I was also sent to the post office with a thick handful of letters my mother had written the night before – had, in fact, stayed up very late to finish. Only later did I learn that these were directed to various instructors and suppliers, arranging for every aspect of my training.

    For the next six years, Mother saw to it that I received the most complete training she could devise. I learned to fence and shoot – not only with sword and pistol, but with dagger, spear, halberd, rifle, bayonet, and musket. I was trained in archery in the English, Indian, and Asian styles, and even learned the proper use of the crossbow. As I gained sufficient stature I was taught boxing, and savate, and several curious Eastern forms of hand-to-hand combat, as well as the use of a variety of sticks and staves.

    I should make clear that Mother did not handle most of this herself; though she did, in fact, know the rudiments of a surprising number of martial skills. She hired a variety of tutors to ensure that I mastered the techniques I might someday need, and these worthies paid regular visits to our home. Some instructed me in and about our own modest property, while others insisted that it was important to deal with unfamiliar surroundings and would take me to various other locations to train.

    I was also tutored in a variety of more subtle and less aggressive fields; I learned the essentials of chemistry and physics, with emphasis on identifying and treating various poisons, improvising explosives, calculating leaps and throws under adverse conditions, and so on.

    And history – ah, I despaired of ever learning all the history that my books and tutors tried to cram into my poor head! I was expected to know not only the facts every schoolboy learned, such as English kings and American presidents and the dates and victors of important battles, but also the secrets behind those facts – the true role of the Freemasons in various events, the identity of every spy and traitor who altered the course of events, the genealogies of the noble families that lived in exile hoping for eventual revenge or reinstatement, and all the other miscellanea that might someday be crucial in understanding an intrigue or conspiracy.

    My studies in geography included not just those nations found on every modern map of the world, but also the known appearances of the Lost City of the Mirage, the suspected location of entrances to the tunnels of the lizard people said to live beneath the deserts of southern California, the true location of Shangri-La, the best guesses on where El Dorado might lie, the dimensions and mystic significance of each pyramid and temple in Egypt and the Yucatan, and other such lore.

    I acquired a basic understanding of several languages; fortunately, I had a certain talent for them and learned Latin, French, and German readily enough. Russian, Greek, and Hebrew gave me more difficulty; I did not take readily to their unfamiliar alphabets.

    Naturally, I could not hope to learn every language I might encounter; the best I could do was to develop a general set of linguistic skills that I hoped would allow me to pick up other tongues as needed. For the present I settled for those six languages and a study of the known dialects of English, since the ability to identify a speaker’s origins could prove valuable.

    I kept a journal, as my father had, though I had nothing to enter therein one-tenth as exciting as his own experiences. He had been caught up in adventuring by chance in that long-ago winter of 1854, when he had taken shelter from a blizzard in the same cabin that Mr. Lord and his entourage had claimed as their base of operations against the supposed werewolf of Newfield. He had been flung into the adventurer’s river to sink or swim, as it were, while I was still on the shore learning the currents and training my limbs. Even so, I thought record keeping was a good habit to develop, and so I forced myself to make a daily entry, however tedious it might be. I amused myself and enhanced some of my other lessons by writing in various languages, not limiting myself to my native English.

    When I was fourteen my mother’s ingenuity in devising useful lessons was exhausted, and I took charge of my own education, using her extensive connections in the adventurers’ brotherhood to find the men and women who could train me in more esoteric disciplines. In every case, we made contact with these individuals by mail or telegram and invited them to our home. If they were not willing to attend me there I made do without their services, but most were quite coöperative.

    And finally, in the spring of 1882, when I was sixteen, we agreed that it was time I should travel to New York City, to introduce myself to certain persons there.

    Until then I had always lived in a pleasant little town I shall not name, inasmuch as my mother and sister still reside there, and I do not wish to give any clue to their location. I had ventured into the Adirondacks to master the skills of wilderness survival in the course of my training and had learned the basics of seamanship on Lake Erie, but had in general stayed close to home and had not yet set foot in any great city.

    This was in part due to my mother’s natural caution, aided and abetted by several of my tutors; my father had, like every adventurer, made enemies, and the possibility that some old foe, or even just an over-enthusiastic rival, might strike at my family could not be ruled out. Yes, my father was long dead, but that might well be insufficient to slake the bitterness in some cases, and in other circles his death might be thought a hoax. Certainly, false reports of an adventurer’s death were not uncommon; any number of adventurers said to have passed beyond this vale of tears had later turned up alive. Further, we had always lived off the income from investments that had been purchased with some of the treasure that had been my father’s share of his journeys in company with Darien Lord, and that wealth might be sufficient to tempt malefactors who bore us no animus, but who thought those funds might better serve them than us.

    Accordingly, my mother had lived quietly in our small town and had kept my sister and I close. She had maintained a correspondence with several old friends, though, largely through a single trusted agent in New York City – our family banker, a gentleman named Tobias Arbuthnot. I was to take the train into the city and introduce myself to Mr. Arbuthnot, who would in turn, I was told, acquaint me with certain services the city offered and present me to certain individuals who resided there.

    It was not intended that I should set out upon some great adventure at this point; rather, this was to be the next phase in my training, moving from the abstract to the real, and from the general to the specific.

    My mother and I had both sent letters to Mr. Arbuthnot, who had acknowledged them. I had also written for reservations at a modest hotel on Lower Broadway. Thus prepared, I packed my trunk, kissed my mother farewell, and boarded a train bound for the late Commodore Vanderbilt’s Grand Central Depot.

    This was my first experience of the New York Central & Hudson River Railroad’s main line, and I was quite impressed by the luxurious appointments of the cars. I sat on maroon velvet cushions, surrounded by polished brass and gleaming crystal, as one of America’s finest steam engines pulled us along at high speed. The ride was astonishingly smooth, with scarcely any jouncing or rattling, and I found myself marveling at this magnificent display of modern machinery. In fact, I was so struck by the experience that I went so far as to remark aloud, “This is really something, isn’t it?”

    Although there were a dozen other passengers in the car, I had not directed my comment to anyone in particular and was rather startled when it was greeted by girlish laughter. I turned to find a well-dressed young lady, who I judged to be no older than myself, smiling at me from the next seat back.

    She was a petite creature, wonderfully turned out. Her face was a perfect oval, framed by a cascade of golden locks; her red bow of a mouth was turned up toward her pert little nose. I had rarely met so beautiful a girl.

    “Can I help you, Miss?” I said.

    “Oh, I think you already have,” she replied. “I had just been thinking what a tedious journey this was, and you have reminded me that not everyone sees it that way. I suppose I should count my blessings.”

    “Tedious?” I gestured toward the countryside streaming by outside the window. “Look at that! Why, we must be traveling at fifty miles in an hour!”

    “I suppose we must,” she agreed with a grin.

    “Why, it’s a miracle of modern science,” I insisted. “Surely, you can’t find it tedious!”

    “I assure you, sir, anything can become tedious with sufficient repetition, and it seems to me I have spent the better half of the past year upon one train or another, racing about the countryside on my father’s behalf.”

    “Have you?” I glanced out the window at the Hudson sparkling in the sun and at the green fields beyond. “I can certainly think of worse fates.”

    “I can scarcely argue with that.”

    We smiled at one another, and I held out a hand. “I’m Tom Derringer,” I said.

    She hesitated, then offered her own; I bent and brushed her fingers with my lips. “Betsy,” she said. “Betsy...Jones.”

    The slight pause before offering a surname led me to surmise that she might be recently married and not yet accustomed to her husband’s name – but then, where was this fortunate fellow? And I saw no ring.

    “Are you traveling alone?” I inquired.

    “I am,” she said. “And you?”

    “I am, as well,” I replied. “I’m bound for New York City. On business.”

    “As am I,” she said. “Perhaps we’ll see one another there.”

    “I would be delighted if that were to happen,” I said, while wondering what sort of business a girl like this might have in the city and why she was traveling unchaperoned. “I am given to understand that New York has become quite a metropolis, though, so the odds that our paths will cross seem slight.”

    “Given to understand? Oh, have you never been to New York before?”

    “I have not,” I admitted.

    “I am living in the city at the moment,” she said. “With my parents.”

    Ah, she was going home! Then I had obviously misunderstood her. “As am I” had only meant that she was bound for New York, not that she was traveling there on business.

    It was still curious that she was unescorted. She spoke of her parents as still alive; why would they allow something so inappropriate?

    Whatever their reasons, I had no immediate reply to her words; it seemed as if our conversation had reached its natural conclusion, and I was about to make my excuses and depart when she said, “Did you say your name is Derringer?”

    “Yes,” I said, dreading what was to come. “J. Thomas Derringer.”

    “Are you related – ?”

    I had heard this question a hundred times and did not bother to let her complete it. “To the late Henry Deringer, the acclaimed Philadelphia gunsmith?” I said. “No, Miss, I am not; my family spells the name with a double R, while he used only a single consonant.”

    “Ah,” she said, though she gave me a very odd look.

    I realized that I had been rude to cut her off as I had, so I sketched a quick bow and retreated. “A pleasure to have met you, Miss,” I said, and then I turned and left the car, making my way to the platform at the back of the train, where I stood for several minutes watching the landscape rush past and the rails stretch out behind us, and letting the fresh air clear my mind.

    When I returned to my seat Miss Jones had vanished. I rather regretted that, but I settled in and pulled out a book I had brought with me. Not so very much later we arrived at Grand Central Depot, where I disembarked, collected my luggage, and hailed a hansom cab to take me to my hotel.

    

  
    

    Chapter Three

    

    A Meeting with Tobias Arbuthnot

    

    My first view of the great city was all that I might have hoped for. I had seen pictures, of course, but those scarcely did justice to the scale and vitality of the place. Buildings grew to astonishing heights, and the streets bustled with life – people and horses on every side.

    I had business to attend to, though, and was tired from the long ride, so I wasted little time in sightseeing. Oh, I took a stroll along Broadway, but I made no attempt to seek out any of the famous landmarks of the metropolis. I dined in the hotel and made an early night of it.

    Mr. Arbuthnot’s offices were located on the second floor of a rather grand building on Madison Avenue near 34th Street, and my appointment was for nine o’clock on the morning after my arrival in the city. I arrived at roughly a quarter before the hour and waited in a pleasant little antechamber for perhaps ten minutes before being summoned into the banker’s office.

    Tobias Arbuthnot did not fit the popular image of a banker, as presented by Mr. Nast and the other artists who adorned the papers with their etchings. He was not a fat man in a waistcoat bedecked with a gold watch-fob, but a short, thin fellow, scarcely taller than my sister and probably weighing rather less. He wore a black coat of severe cut, the elbows shiny with wear, and neither vest nor waistcoat. His cheeks were clean-shaven, but a long, thin black beard adorned his chin; his hair was likewise black, dead straight, parted in the middle, and long enough to reach his collar.

    His secretary ushered me into the office, then departed quickly, closing the door as he went. The latch had scarcely clicked into place when Mr. Arbuthnot leapt up from behind his desk and came around it to greet me, smiling broadly, with both hands extended.

    I raised my own hand, and he took it firmly in both of his, pumping it enthusiastically. “Tommy Derringer!” he exclaimed, in a rapid, high-pitched tenor. “At last we meet. I have read so much about you in your mother’s letters. You have much of your father in your features, but I must say, I would never have expected Jack Derringer’s son to be so tall! I suppose it’s your mother’s blood; she was always a fine figure of a girl, was dear Miss Whitaker. Was your journey pleasant? Is your hotel suitable?”

    “Quite suitable, thank you,” I said, somewhat overwhelmed by this verbal torrent.

    “You’re at the Robertson Hotel, I believe? I’m sure we could find you more luxurious accommodations, should you choose.”

    “No, the Robertson is fine.”

    “Good, good. Is your mother well? I know she always says in her letters that she is in the very pink of health, but I’m quite sure that she could have any numbers of agues and fevers and not think it worthy of mention; she has never thought it necessary to trouble others with matters they are not equipped to improve. And your sister? How is her education proceeding?”

    “Mother is well, sir; she has not omitted anything that might say otherwise in her letters, I assure you. Mary Ann is also well and has been studying relentlessly.” Indeed, my sister had become an avid reader on any number of topics and was developing a startling level of expertise in several academic disciplines.

    “Excellent! Here, sit down, sit down, and let us get down to business.” He gestured toward a chair, and I settled into it as he dashed back behind his desk and resumed his own seat.

    He opened a drawer and pulled out a ledger, then turned it about and set it before me on the desk. “Your family accounts,” he explained. “I trust you will find everything in order.”

    “I’m sure I will,” I said, placing a hand on the ledger but making no move to open it. “But I am not here to go over the books with you; I told you my reasons in my letter.”

    “Indeed you did, indeed you did! And I – ”

    He stopped in mid-sentence, as if the clockwork that had driven his frenetic speeches had abruptly run down. He blinked at me across the desk. He swallowed. Then he sighed.

    “I have done my best to oblige you, Mr. Derringer, and I will continue to do so,” he said, speaking much more slowly than before. “But I must tell you, I would counsel you against pursuing your intentions.”

    “Oh? And why is that?”

    He glanced at the closed door, as if concerned that someone might be eavesdropping, then leaned forward across the desk and spoke more quietly.

    “An adventurer’s life, young man, is not an easy one. You understand, I hope, that much of my business comes from people like yourself and your father – adventurers and their families. Far too often, this means their widows and orphans. Oh, I know that dear Jack died of natural causes – or at least, so I have been told...?”

    “That has always been my understanding,” I said. “I was too young to have any first-hand awareness of the circumstances, but my mother has always said that he died of a fever.”

    “Ah, but what fever? It might have been one he contracted years before, traveling in some godforsaken foreign land. If it was, in fact, an entirely natural death, an unavoidable fever of domestic origin, then he was one of the fortunate few. Most of my clients die in far more spectacular fashion. I have lost customers by gunshot and bowshot, by sword and stick, in falls and fires and floods. They have perished in earthquakes and landslides, blizzards and hurricanes, tornadoes and torrents. They have been found frozen to death, or drowned, or dead of heatstroke or of thirst. All too often they aren’t found at all, and their heirs must wait seven years before petitioning the courts to have them declared legally dead. And those who survive – Tommy, my lad, sometimes I think they would have been better off if they had not. Some of them are broken men, incapable of caring for themselves or taking any pleasure in their lives. Some are simply mad, their minds shattered by experiences Man was never meant to know. And some are still sane, whole in mind and body, but penniless, having spent their every cent upon their machines and expeditions. Are you sure you want to join this unhappy brotherhood?”

    It hardly seemed a sufficient response to so impassioned a diatribe, but I replied simply, “I am.”

    He sat back, shaking his head. “I expected no other response from Jackie Derringer’s son, but I had to try.” He took a deep breath, then let it out. “You wanted to meet any of your father’s old companions who might be available. I am afraid the list is quite short, which rather illustrates the point I was making a moment ago. Mr. Darien Lord, the leader of the band, died several years ago – shot in the back by a thief, I believe, though I am unclear on the details.”

    “He was rather elderly,” I pointed out.

    “Yes, he was. He was seventy-four. And while that is a respectable age, Mr. Lord might have lived to be a hundred had he chosen a safer line of work. He broke the thief’s neck before he succumbed to his wounds, did you know that? He was strong and fit right to the end.”

    I did not reply. I merely said, “Go on.”

    “Ashton Darlington disappeared in the wilds of Africa,” he said. “Ichabod Tunstall was poisoned in Shanghai. Joshua Brown died of exposure in the hills west of Vladivostok. Philippe de Burgh was eaten by dingoes – the wild dogs of Australia.”

    “I know what dingoes are,” I said.

    “Peg Armstrong was murdered by serpent cultists in Istanbul,” he continued. “And of course, I’m sure you know that Calvin Sweet died at Chickamauga.”

    I had indeed known that Captain Sweet had died fighting for the late Confederacy; most of the others were news to me.

    “Besides your mother, I have only found one survivor of all those I know to have accompanied your father,” he said.

    I had already run through the names I remembered from my father’s journals and noted only a single omission.

    “William Snedeker,” Mr. Arbuthnot said.

    “Mad Bill,” I said.

    “Mad Bill,” Mr. Arbuthnot agreed, smiling. “Though I’m pleased to say that I don’t believe he really is mad. He retired from adventuring some years ago and now owns an establishment downtown. I have spoken with him, and he is expecting you to join him there for luncheon at one o’clock.”

    “Excellent!” I said. “Thank you, sir.”

    He opened the drawer that had held the ledger and pulled out a letter.

    “I took the liberty of writing this, as well,” he said. “It is a letter of introduction, attesting that you are indeed your father’s son and that I will vouch for you in matters of both reputation and finance. You will want to have it with you when you visit Dr. John Pierce this afternoon.”

    I frowned. “John Pierce?”

    “New York’s foremost consulting archivist. You may find his services invaluable if you persist in becoming an adventurer.”

    I did not entirely understand how an archivist could be helpful, but I supposed it would become clear in time.

    After that, we went over the family accounts together. I was startled and dismayed to see how much Mother had paid for my various tutors and for some of the equipment I had used in my preparations for a life of adventure, but pleased to discover that Mr. Arbuthnot had been a worthy steward of our funds, and the very considerable principal was intact.

    “Your father was lucky,” he said, when we had concluded our review. “Many adventurers spend their entire fortunes on supplies and travel and never show a return on that investment. Mr. Lord’s little band was unusually successful in that regard, and at least half of that success came from capturing the Golden Dragon’s treasure ship.”

    “I read about that,” I said. “Volume Seventeen.”

    Mr. Arbuthnot s hand flew up, and he pressed a warning finger to his lips. “Hush!” he said, as he looked around, clearly worried. “Hasn’t your mother taught you that no place is safe from spies and informants?”

    “Of course she has,” I said, startled. “What of it?”

    He leaned close and whispered, “Tommy, the very existence of your father’s journals is a secret. If it were known, there are any number of parties who might be interested in obtaining them. There is undoubtedly a great deal of information in them that might yet lead a clever and determined individual to various valuables.”

    “But – but Mother made no attempt to conceal them; they were openly displayed.”

    That seemed to startle him, but he recovered quickly and said, “Your mother is a clever woman; she doubtless guessed that anyone seeking them would assume they were hidden and that anything displayed as you describe must be of little value.”

    “And...aren’t they? Doesn’t every adventurer keep a record of his travels and accomplishments?” I asked.

    Mr. Arbuthnot straightened up. “Oh, by no means! Many rely entirely upon their memories. Others make records well after the fact, carefully omitting anything that might aid a rival. Even those who do keep records often make extensive use of codes, ciphers, and cryptic references; Jack Derringer’s habit of writing out everything in plain English was most unusual. Dr. Pierce will explain this to you at length, I am certain, and he will also be able to give you a good estimate of the current value of your father’s journals.”

    “Dr. Pierce? The archivist?”

    “The very soul. I would be surprised if he does not make a generous offer for those journals, or at least for the right to copy them for his archives.

    This was all surprising and a little puzzling for me. “But why?”

    Clearly, my ignorance was just as surprising to Mr. Arbuthnot. “Tommy, don’t you see?”

    “No, sir, I do not.”

    “Well, let us suppose, then, that you were tracking an ancient artifact, and you learned that in 1855 it fell into the possession of Rudolfo Grassi.”

    “Grassi? The axe murderer?”

    “Yes. The first man your father ever killed.”

    “Darien Lord led the party that tracked Grassi, and of course, as you say, it was my father who shot him, but I still don’t see what this has to do with the journals.”

    He sighed. “Tommy, is there enough information in the journals to recreate Grassi’s route through the mountains?”

    I considered that question carefully and finally answered, “I’m not sure. Parts of it, perhaps.”

    “And if you were searching for something that Grassi had possessed at the time of his death, is there any better source of information for where he might have hidden it?”

    “Ah...” I tried to remember the details. The party that pursued Grassi had been composed of Darien Lord, Big Josh Brown, Mad Bill Snedeker, Calvin Sweet, and my father. “Mad Bill might know more,” I said.

    “How much would he remember after more than twenty years? But you, my boy, have a detailed account of the pursuit written while it was taking place. Who knows what significant clues might be contained in that narrative? And that’s just one incident in two dozen thick volumes.”

    “Twenty-two volumes,” I corrected him. “But I believe I see your point.” I blinked, then asked, “Is your example entirely hypothetical, or did Rudolfo Grassi have some interesting artifact with him?”

    “Well, actually, he had left it with his sister in Milan – a jade brooch that had reportedly belonged to the Chinese emperor Kublai Khan and was said to grant the wearer prophetic visions. Sarah Tolliver recovered it in 1862; I understand it to be in the secret collection of the British Museum now.”

    “Is there anything known to be of value in my father’s journals, or is this entirely speculative?”

    “You’ll have to speak to Dr. Pierce about that. That is precisely the sort of information that constitutes his stock in trade. What I would advise you to do, my boy, is to make a deal with Dr. Pierce – unlimited access to his services, as needed and without further payment, in exchange for a copy of the journals.”

    “I will take that under advisement,” I said.

    He nodded, glanced down at the ledger, and then looked me in the eye. “Tommy,” he said, “you’ve seen the numbers. You don’t need to go adventuring to earn a living; with only the slightest care, you could easily live off your father’s share of the Golden Dragon’s treasure ship for the rest of your life. Are you sure you want to continue?”

    “Absolutely,” I said.

    “You don’t need the money.”

    “I need to be able to look myself in the mirror every morning, Mr. Arbuthnot, and respect the man I see there.”

    “And you can’t do that in some less dangerous occupation?”

    I shook my head. “I’ve been training for this since I was eight, sir; I am far more prepared than my father was, and he died quietly in bed.” I smiled. “Besides,” I said, “it’ll be fun.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Four

    

    Mad Bill Snedeker

    

    New York City smelled of horses. By the time I reached Snedeker’s Tavern & Billiard Emporium on Perry Street, I was glad to substitute the scents of cigar smoke and spilled beer.

    In a way, it was when I stepped through the front door of that establishment that I first realized just what a sheltered life I had lived in our quiet little town. Despite my training, I had never before set foot in such a place. I had read of them, but never experienced the reality.

    The floor was covered in sawdust, and the windows were covered with thick draperies of badly stained velvet, so that even at half-past noon the gaslights were ablaze. A long, ornate bar ran along one side, and three billiard tables were ranged on the other; in between were half a dozen tables and half a dozen patrons.

    That simple description does not begin to convey the sordid atmosphere of the place. Everything in it seemed battered and stained, and much of it had been cheap to begin with. The customers were all male, and all of unsavory appearance – no respectable woman would set foot in such an establishment, and the other sort would not be out so early in the day.

    I stood in the doorway for a moment, taking it in, and then realized that the man behind the bar, who had been polishing a glass when I arrived, was taking me in – his gaze was firmly fixed on me.

    I saw no reason to delay or dissemble; I crossed to the bar, put one foot on the brass rail, and said, “I’m looking for Mr. Snedeker. I believe he’s expecting me.”

    The bartender put down the glass and jerked a thumb toward an open door at the back. “Through there,” he said.

    I thanked him and strode to the back room, unsure what to expect.

    What I found was a fat old man with an immense beard, bent over a table, working sums with the stub of a pencil. He looked up at the sound of my entrance and flung the pencil aside.

    He stared at me, then leapt to his feet with surprising agility for a man of his years and girth. “You’re early,” he exclaimed.

    “A little,” I admitted. I held out my hand. “I’m – ” I began.

    “Jackie Derringer’s boy – ”

    From this point on, I beg my readers’ indulgence. In order to give an accurate representation of Mad Bill Snedeker’s speech, I fear I must forgo restraint; to resort to the customary devices by which authors avoid giving offense would utterly destroy the flavor of his conversation. To present a true picture of the man, I must risk disturbing delicate sensibilities.

    So –

    “Jackie Derringer’s boy – Well, damn me to Hell if you ain’t just like him; I’d know those eyes anywhere. No question who your daddy was, is there? But you’re a good foot taller’n he was, ain’t you?” He grabbed my hand in his own and pumped it vigorously, then all but dragged me to the table. “Sit down, sit down. Dobbs! Dobbs, get your lazy backside in here and fetch this boy a goddamn beer – ”

    “Mr. Snedeker, I don’t – ”

    “Don’t you Mr. Snedeker me, boy. You call me Bill – Uncle Bill, if you like, for God knows I tried to be the big brother your daddy needed to look after him. Damn fool kid wa’n’t afraid of anything in this world, I swear. You know he once took on a mountain lion with his bare hands, when it caught him while he was shaving? Damn fool dropped his razor. Had to beat the cat senseless against a tree. Said later he wouldn’t have wanted to ruin the razor’s edge in any case, and wasn’t he glad he hadn’t put on his shirt yet? Didn’t want it clawed up, nor to get his blood on it. I was the one that bandaged him up, damned if I wasn’t, and he had me tell a dozen bloody lies to his pretty Arabella so she wouldn’t know what he’d done. Didn’t want her to worry. Dobbs! Where’s that damned beer? A man could die of thirst here!”

    Mr. Snedeker’s account of the incident with the mountain lion accorded reasonably well with the version I had read in my father’s journals, but being asked to lie to my mother was a detail I had not encountered heretofore, nor had the undamaged shirt been mentioned.

    By this point I was seated at the table, with my host seated opposite me, and the much-maligned Mr. Dobbs was bringing a tray. Mr. Snedeker paid no attention to his employee as Mr. Dobbs set down the tray and poured two beers from the pitcher thereon.

    I was not familiar with the juice of the barley and did not consider this an ideal time to make its acquaintance, but I did not think it wise to refuse the offer. I accepted a mug and hoped Mr. Snedeker would not notice that I wasn’t drinking.

    “So you’re Jackie’s boy,” he said. “Toby said he was sending you, but I wasn’t sure I believed him. Didn’t see what you’d want with a washed-up old bastard like me and thought maybe it was some young jackanapes had fooled old Toby and come looking for my hidden treasure.” He let out a bark of laughter. “Treasure! Damn my eyes, if I’d managed to hold onto any of that treasure, would I be here, selling beer and sandwiches to a bunch of scoundrels who barely know which end of a cue to hold? But there are stories, I know there are, that I’ve got an idol’s eye hidden under the bar, or a chest of gold in the cellar.” He shook his head. “Took every penny I could find to buy this damned miserable saloon.”

    “But...but my father left my mother, my sister, and me reasonably comfortable,” I protested. In truth, we were very comfortable indeed, but I thought it unwise to boast of it.

    “Your father, my lad, was a sensible fellow, not like me. He took his share of our loot and invested it in banks and mills and railroads, where I spent half of mine on wine, women, and song, and invested the other half in Dr. Pettigrew’s Elixir of Life, or Baltimore Gurney’s Galvanic Light Beam, or the like, and not a damned one of them panned out, save the tavern, which God knows hasn’t made me rich, but I’ll tell you that it has kept food on the table.” He cocked his head as a thought struck him. “Are you reasonably comfortable, then, or have you come to your Uncle Bill for a hand up?”

    “Our finances are in fine shape, Mr. Sned...Uncle Bill. If you doubt my identity, I have a letter from Mr. Arbuthnot...”

    He held up a hand. “I don’t need your damned letter. Your face is all the proof I need that you’re who you say you are. You’re the very image of the Pistol.”

    Taken aback, I asked, “Of...of what?”

    “The Little Pistol. That was what we called your daddy, by way of a nickname – you must know that. Jackie Derringer, the Little Pistol.” He smiled. “Which makes you, laddie my boy, a true son of a gun.”

    There are times, I confess, when I regret bearing the name Derringer and curse Henry Deringer for linking it so thoroughly to his infernal little devices. I could not think of a single thing to say in reply to Mr. Snedeker’s words, and even as I started to wonder why there was no mention of any such nickname in my father’s journals, I realized that most likely he had preferred to avoid any reminders.

    “Well, then, if you’ve not come for money, why are you here?” he asked. “Can’t be sentiment, surely, or why in Hell would you have waited so long?”

    “Well, sentiment is a part of it,” I said. “My mother did not think New York City a fit place for me when I was younger.”

    “A part, eh? What’s the rest of it, then?”

    “Why, I’ve decided to follow in my father’s footsteps and take up a career of adventure, and I hoped you might assist me in getting started.”

    He stared at me silently for a moment, then leapt to his feet so violently that he upset the table, spilling both mugs of beer and sending his papers flying. He stood over me, fists clenched at his sides. “Are you mad, boy?” he demanded.

    Astonished, I looked up at him. “I do not believe so, sir,” I said.

    “Then why on God’s green earth would you consider such a god-damned piece of hare-brained folly?”

    “I...I wish to lead a useful life, Mr. Snedeker, and not simply sit at home living off my father’s accomplishments. Why would I not follow his trade?”

    “Because it’s bloody dangerous, you damned fool!”

    “Well, of course...”

    “Darien Lord is dead,” Mr. Snedeker exclaimed. “Big Josh is dead. Candy Cal is dead. The Little Pistol is dead, and Dead-Eye Peg, and Smoky Ash, and Frenchie de Burgh, and Ike Tunstall – they’re all dead. I’m only alive because I wasn’t worth killing once the rest were gone and I’d retired. And we weren’t any unluckier than most; the Crimson Colonel was eaten by crocodiles, for God’s sake!”

    “But...but there are others...”

    “And they’re all fools! They called me Mad Bill, but compared to most of the current lot I’m sane as houses. It was bad enough in my day, battling serpent cults and lost tribes and the like, but we were up against six-guns and poisoned daggers; nowadays you’ll find you’re facing Gatling guns and electrical fences and God knows what else! Who can tell what nightmares Tom Edison and Alfred Krupp are building in their damnable foundries now? When I was one of Lord’s men we used to talk about conquering some little principality in Europe someday where we could retire as kings, but Bismarck and Garibaldi and the rest have turned all those little states into a handful of empires, and God forbid you offend the Kaiser or the Tsar! Queen Victoria’s fleets and armies patrol the globe, and ever since the war Washington’s power has been growing. The scale of it all – I’m not sure the bloody world still has room for adventurers.”

    “Nonetheless, Uncle Bill, I am determined to give it a try,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “I had hoped you could introduce me to others in the brotherhood, perhaps suggest some little escapade I might undertake to get my hand in and to begin making a name for myself.”

    He stood silently for a moment, but then the estimable Mr. Dobbs, with much clattering and thumping, righted the overturned table, distracting Mr. Snedeker. He looked at the table, at Mr. Dobbs, and then back at me. He sat down abruptly.

    “Listen, Junior,” he began.

    “My name is Tom,” I interrupted.

    “I...it is?”

    “Of course it is!”

    He looked genuinely puzzled. “You don’t have your father’s name?”

    “John Thomas Derringer? Yes. But I’m called Tom. I’m not my father, Mr. Snedeker.”

    “You’re not trying to be? Then why in Hell do you want to be an adventurer?”

    I sighed. I had given this subject a good deal of thought in those years since I first read my father’s journals; my mother had never hesitated to tell me that I did not need to continue my training if I did not want to, and I had long ago sat down and asked myself why I was resolved to stay the course. “Uncle Bill,” I said, “my father left me enough money to live on, so I have no need to earn my daily bread by the sweat of my brow. I do not have the temperament to be a man of leisure, though; I feel the need to make myself useful. I have no talent for the arts, nor for politics, but I have no reason to think myself unable to follow in my father’s footsteps. I find myself drawn to the excitement and strenuous activity. The idea of aiding innocents in trouble appeals to me. It may be that once I have tried it, I shall find, assuming I survive, that the life does not suit me so well as I expected; in that case, I shall reconsider my options.”

    “You’re saying it sounds like fun.”

    “Well...yes.”

    He shook his head. “It’s not what it used to be, and it was never as much fun as those blasted dime novels made it sound. I told you, it’s dangerous. If I send you off on some goddamn fool’s errand and you get yourself killed, your mother will never forgive me.”

    “It was always dangerous, and my mother knows better than to blame anyone but me.”

    “That’s true enough.” He sighed. “What do you want of me, then?”

    “Introductions,” I said. “Contacts.”

    “Seems to me Toby could give you those.”

    “Mr. Arbuthnot was never an adventurer himself. He cannot provide the same sort of first-hand insight you can as to who can be trusted, who is best avoided, and so on.”

    Mr. Snedeker shrugged. “Most of the younger ones I don’t know any better than he does. You know the old gang broke up in 1861, when Candy Cal insisted he’d fight for the bloody rebels, don’t you? That’s more than twenty years; there’s a whole damned new generation since then.”

    “I know that Darien Lord’s band was dissolved, and my father retired from the field, but you didn’t retire then.”

    “Damn right I didn’t. I fought under Phil Sheridan, and after the war I signed on with Prince Gorchakov and ran a few errands for the Tsar.” He grimaced. “If I’d stayed there, maybe the old boy wouldn’t have been assassinated last year – I had a hand in saving him back in ’66.” He shrugged. “Or maybe the damned Nihilists would have blown me up along with the rest. But I was retired by then. I bought this place and settled down in ’74. That’s eight years ago, plenty of time for a new crop of rowdies and troublemakers to establish themselves and for half the old guard to die off.”

    “But you still know the other half.”

    “And you want me introduce you to someone who’s looking for a junior associate?”

    I shook my head. “I told you, Uncle Bill, I’m not my father. I’m not going to be anyone’s lackey. My father may have been content to be Darien Lord’s underling, but I intend to be my own man.”

    For a moment Mr. Snedeker didn’t reply; then a big, crooked grin spread across his countenance. “Good for you, by God! You know, that was one reason your father gave it up – he’d been Darien’s man so long that no one could take him seriously as his own, so when the gang broke up, that was it, and there was damn-all he could do about it.”

    “He implied as much in his journals,” I said. “I’m determined to learn from his experience and avoid that particular mistake.”

    “You’re bound and determined to do this?”

    “I have trained for it since I was eight,” I replied.

    His eyes widened. “Trained?”

    “Yes, of course.”

    He shook his head. “Tommy boy, nobody trains to be an adventurer! It’s just something you do.”

    “It seems to me, Uncle Bill, that if it’s as dangerous as you say, I’d be a fool not to prepare as best I can. That’s why I’m here.”

    He leaned back in his chair and stared at me over his beard. “Damn me if you aren’t as smart as your father, and with your mother’s common sense, to boot! Very well, then – I’ll tell you what I know about the current crowd, and you’ll tell me about this training of yours, and what your mother and sister have been up to. Agreed?”

    “Agreed.”

    He turned. “Dobbs! We have a guest for lunch, damn your eyes – where’s the bloody food? And bring another pitcher, I’ve spilled the beer.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Five

    

    A Visit to the Archives

    

    Ifear I cannot in good conscience praise Mr. Dobbs’ cooking, but otherwise my luncheon with Mad Bill Snedeker went quite well. I found Mr. Snedeker to be much as my father’s journals described him, though perhaps a little more world weary, and I could easily understand my father’s professed fondness for him.

    Our meal was punctuated with orders and abuse directed at the unfortunate Mr. Dobbs, and at one point, when Mr. Snedeker was out of the room, I asked him why he tolerated his employer’s shabby treatment. He looked at me in astonishment and said, “Why, bless you, sir, he don’t mean nothing by it. He pays a fair wage, and I love to hear him talk about his old adventures.”

    When we had eaten our fill and finished our conversation, it was resolved that Mr. Snedeker would escort me to the premises of Dr. John Pierce, New York’s foremost consulting archivist, to ensure that I was favorably received. I suggested that he need not trouble himself, that Mr. Arbuthnot’s letter would prove adequate, but he would not hear of it. “Old Pierce isn’t exactly the trusting sort,” he said. “The walk will do me good.” He glanced at the clock. “I shan’t be able to stay long, damn it. I need to be back here when the workmen start coming in off the goddamn docks. I can make sure you get in the door, though, and that the snooty son of a bitch knows he’s to treat you with respect.”

    I argued no further, and the two of us set out through the city’s crowded streets. Dr. Pierce’s curious establishment stood on the east side of Lafayette Street a few blocks north of the Astor Library, at the top of a flight of stairs above a haberdashery – and above several other shops, as well. I was startled by the broad vista that lay behind the frosted glass of his door, behind the gilt letters spelling out “J. A. Pierce, Archives.” It appeared almost the entire second floor of a very large building was devoted to his enterprise.

    Upon stepping inside, I found myself facing the longest counter I have ever seen, made of good dark wood and equipped with dozens of green blotters. On the near side were arrayed at least a score of wooden stools, perhaps half of them occupied by a motley assortment of customers peering at various books and documents; on the far side of the counter, stretching from floor to ceiling, were the closely spaced and overflowing shelves from which those books and documents were apparently drawn. Several small ladders stood ready to provide access to the highest shelves, which were beyond the reach of even the tallest man.

    “What is all this?” I asked.

    “This is the Pierce Archives,” Mr. Snedeker said. “Now, hush a moment while we find Pierce.” He craned his neck, looking for the proprietor, and finally spotted him in the depths of that vast scriptorium. “Hey, Pierce!” he bellowed.

    Several of the clients raised their heads to glare at us, and Dr. Pierce himself came hurrying over.

    He was extraordinarily tall. I am of above average height myself, scarcely short of six feet, but Dr. Pierce towered over me. His hair was gray and reached past his collar, and a magnificent set of side-whiskers adorned his face. He leaned across the counter toward us. “So it’s you, Snedeker,” he said with a nod. “And who is this?”

    Mr. Snedeker leaned forward until his nose was only inches from Dr. Pierce’s chin. “This is John Thomas Derringer the younger,” he said. Then he leaned even closer and whispered, “He has his father’s journals. Twenty-two volumes – and they’re not in any goddamn cipher!”

    “Ah.” He looked at me. “And what does the young gentlemen want for them?”

    “I’m not interested in selling,” I said. “However, I would be willing to loan them for copying.” I confess, I still did not fully understand the nature of Dr. Pierce’s business, but I knew this was what Mr. Arbuthnot had suggested.

    Dr. Pierce frowned thoughtfully. “On what terms?”

    I looked to Mr. Snedeker for guidance.

    “Full membership,” that worthy said on my behalf. “One year per volume.” He looked at me and added, “If you’re still alive and adventuring twenty-two years from now, you’ll be able to pay your own damn fees.”

    “I would need to see these journals, but that seems fair.”

    “They’re at...” I began, but Mr. Snedeker cut me off. He clearly considered it unwise to say they were at my hotel, in my trunk.

    “They’re safe,” he said. “He’ll bring them next time.”

    Dr. Pierce nodded. “Very well. Was there anything else?”

    Mr. Snedeker looked at me, and I decided the time had come to admit the truth. “Dr. Pierce,” I said, “I don’t understand any of this. What is this place?”

    Dr. Pierce blinked at me in surprise. “Why, this is my archive!” he said.

    “Archive of what?”

    “Of adventure!” He saw the look of incomprehension on my face, and said, “Oh, dear. Well, Mr. Derringer, I take it you, or someone you know, is planning a career as an adventurer?”

    “I am,” I agreed.

    Dr. Pierce nodded. “Excellent! It is a proud and honorable tradition, dating back centuries to the knights-errant of old. Adventurers like your father, or Mr. Snedeker, roam the world in pursuit of fame and fortune, righting wrongs and battling injustice – or not, as the case may be; not all adventurers have such pure motives. When a monster is to be slain, or a tyrant overthrown, that is an adventurer’s proper employment – but there are also ruined cities to be looted, tombs to be robbed, lost tribes to be exploited. It is a dangerous occupation, and one in which the old saying that forewarned is forearmed is very true indeed. A competent adventurer will want to know as much as possible about his foes and fellows before he sets out – and that’s where I come in. I keep records of every adventure I can, successful or not. I pay adventurers for their stories. I keep copies of every treasure map, every mysterious prophecy, every secret blueprint that I can get my hands on, and I make them available – for a price. I seek these documents out and annotate them – a treasure map to a treasure that has already been recovered is relatively useless, after all. A set of directions that has led some poor would-be paladin to his death cannot be relied upon. I therefore do my best to cross-reference every document, every grimoire, every map, every cipher in my collection.” He turned and gestured toward the shelves. “This collection goes back more than three hundred years; I am following in my grandfather’s footsteps, as it was he who brought it to America, and my family has also acquired and incorporated several older archives.” He pointed to one nearby shelf. “If you want to know when and where the Lost City of the Mirage might next appear, for example, I have accounts and maps of every known manifestation since the sixteenth century, along with various calculations of the pattern these appearances seem to be following.”

    “I see,” I said, as I finally grasped the significance of the archive. I hesitated, then asked, “Why have I not heard more about this place? Why is it not mentioned in my father’s journals?”

    “Ah, your late father was not one of our clients. His employer, Mr. Lord, was.”

    Mr. Snedeker nodded. “I didn’t sign up myself until after that bastard Cal showed his true colors and broke up our band. Wasn’t any point in paying for more than one of us. I’m not sure Jackie ever knew where we got some of our facts, but old Darien always came here to study up before we’d ever go out on some damned errand or other. Hell, half the time he found out there was something worth doing by coming here.”

    I gazed at the shelves curiously. “That’s fascinating,” I said. “Dr. Pierce, you mentioned the Lost City of the Mirage – then it’s a real city? And it’s the same one every time?”

    Dr. Pierce frowned, then said, “I really ought to wait until I have verified the existence and value of your father’s records, but I suppose I can extend a certain amount of credit.” He leaned forward across the counter and lowered his voice. “Yes, it is indeed a real city, and Peter Kirk, the only man known to have visited it twice, swears that it was the same city both times he saw it. Maps and sketches from its other manifestations also would seem to indicate that it was the same city in each of its known appearances. On the other hand, if that is the case, there is something very peculiar about it. In the earliest reports the city was ruinous, the buildings little more than shells, the streets gone to sand and weeds, but in each subsequent appearance it has been somewhat less damaged. The reports I have from the most recent expedition describe it as surprisingly intact – most of the houses have roofs and some furnishings, and the pavements are largely whole. Wherever it is between its visits to our world, it would seem someone or something is gradually restoring it.”

    My eyes widened. “I should like to see that,” I said.

    Dr. Pierce shook his head. “Not any time soon, I’m afraid,” he said. “The most recent appearance was in the Arizona Territory scarcely two years ago. The Hammerschlag hypothesis would put the next in 1887, and the most likely location in central Australia.”

    “Hammerschlag?”

    “Dieter Hammerschlag is a mathematician who has studied various esoteric phenomena. His theory is generally considered the most reliable in predicting where the Lost City will next appear.”

    “But there are others?”

    “Oh, yes. The Barnstable-Gomez theory puts the next appearance on an island in the South Pacific late in 1884, while Giuseppe Spinelli’s estimate agrees, at least approximately, on the date, but puts it somewhere in the Andes Mountains.”

    “I take it the pattern of its appearances is not a simple one, then.”

    “Not simple at all. Nothing about it is simple. It is one of the world’s most enduring mysteries.”

    I shook my head. “I had no idea,” I said.

    Dr. Pierce glanced along the counter. “As it happens, one of the men who visited it in Arizona is right here; shall I introduce you?”

    I hesitated, as I thought about it for a moment. I was not, in truth, so very concerned with the Lost City; it was interesting, but not of any great importance, and I did not intend to wait until at least 1884 to begin my adventuring. On the other hand, I had come to New York largely to meet other adventurers and to begin the process of joining their brotherhood. Any opportunity to speak with an active participant in recent adventuring was not to be scorned. “I would be in your debt, sir.”

    Dr. Pierce smiled. “You are already in my debt, Mr. Derringer, and I expect to collect at your earliest convenience. But for now, step this way, and meet a man who has visited the mirage.” He beckoned, and I followed. A moment later we were standing beside a heavy-set fellow in a worn sheepskin coat who was bent over an old leather-bound volume, his forehead resting upon one hand, his elbow on the counter. Dr. Pierce cleared his throat.

    The reader looked up. “Yes?”

    “Herr von Düssel,” Dr. Pierce said, “allow me to present John Thomas Derringer the younger.”

    The man turned to look at me. I held out my hand.

    “I do not know you,” he said.

    “Tom Derringer,” I said, still offering my hand. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

    He sighed and took my hand briefly in a rather limp grip, then glanced longingly back at his book. He looked up to see Dr. Pierce frowning at him, then turned back to me. “Gerhardt von Düssel,” he said. “How can I help you?”

    “Dr. Pierce tells me that you visited the Lost City of the Mirage two years ago.”

    He cast Dr. Pierce a look that made it clear he would have preferred not to have this known, then acknowledged, “I did.”

    “I would take great pleasure in hearing about it,” I said. “Perhaps I could take you to dinner at a restaurant of your choosing this evening? Just the two of us?”

    He eyed me thoughtfully, glanced at Dr. Pierce and Mr. Snedeker, then nodded. “Yes. We will do that. Now I have work to do.”

    And with that he turned back to his book.

    

  
    

    Chapter Six

    

    The Lost City of the Mirage

    

    Ishan’t describe my dinner with Herr von Düssel in detail. I can’t say I found him very pleasant company. The restaurant he chose, a place called the Heidelberger, seemed to serve nothing but beer and sausage, though they carried dozens of varieties of both. It was decorated in dark wood and moth-eaten hunting trophies and furnished with massive wooden tables. Their prices came as a shock to an innocent country boy such as myself but did not seem to be reflected in the quality of the food.

    Or rather, I did not think so; Herr von Düssel clearly savored every bite of sausage and every gulp of beer and consumed so many of both that I feared my traveling funds would prove inadequate.

    He did, however, live up to his end of the bargain and gave me a brief account of how he had managed to put himself on the wrong side of both the Hohenzollerns and the Habsburgs, so that upon the Prussian king’s elevation to the position of Emperor of Germany he found it expedient to cross the Atlantic and seek his fortune in the New World. He went on to describe in much greater detail his journey to Arizona and what he found there.

    He had not been alone; rather, he had been one of a motley assortment of adventurers and opportunists who had, by one means or another, learned that the Lost City was likely to appear in the desert about forty or fifty miles south of a railroad town called Flagstaff. Not all of them had reached the Lost City during the four days between its discovery and its disappearance; they had been spread over a considerable expanse of desert, as the predictions of the city’s location were not very exact. Herr von Düssel had been one of the fortunate ones, arriving on the second day after discovery, and departing at the first sign of instability.

    Not everyone who went in got out; two men and a woman had overstayed and had vanished with the city.

    He described the city itself – broad, straight streets lined with towers of stone and crystal that gleamed brightly in the desert sun; strange machines everywhere, none of them functional, so far as the adventurers could determine. The whole place seemed so alien, as he described it, that one wondered whether the builders had been human, or some other race entirely.

    The entire reason to visit the city, of course, had been to loot it. Herr von Düssel had been only modestly successful in that, coming away with a handful of jewelry and some coinage that had appeared to be silver, but assayed as worthless alloys of base metals.

    “I had not a wagon brought,” he explained. “I had only my pockets and a saddlebag. Still, this paid for my efforts.”

    “Did anyone else do better?” I asked.

    “Oh, yes,” he said. “McKee had not one wagon brought, but a dozen, and two traction engines to pull them when the mules would not.”

    “McKee?”

    “Hezekiah McKee. You know this name?”

    I shook my head. “I do not.”

    He shrugged. “He did not take jewels or gold. He took metal, but not gold or silver; I know not what it was. A gray metal, very light – it was everywhere. The lampposts were made of it, and fences, and many things. McKee and his men filled all their wagons with it and took several tons of it.”

    “Tons? Why?”

    He shrugged. “Who knows? Perhaps he thought it would be valuable. Perhaps he was right.”

    “How very curious.”

    Von Düssel shrugged. “I have stranger things seen.”

    We continued our conversation long after the meal was over; when he could think of nothing more to tell me about the Lost City he went on to other adventures, and he listened politely as I spoke of my own plans and aspirations.

    When at last we prepared to depart, he paused, and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Listen, Thomas,” he said. “You are a good boy. Go home and forget adventuring. It is no way for a good boy like you to live. Go home, take care of your mother, find a pretty girl, forget all this.”

    I thanked him for his advice, and he thanked me for his dinner, and we went our separate ways – I to my hotel, and he I know not whither.

    The following day I attempted to visit the Order of Theseus, that famous club frequented by adventurers of every sort, but I was turned away – I had no sponsor, nor could I name any adventures I had participated in that might qualify me for membership. My father had been an associate member once upon a time, yes, but that was almost twenty years earlier, and his membership had lapsed, all accrued benefits forfeited. My initial welcome when I returned to the Pierce Archives was little better; I had no specific subject to research, and I had not yet paid my fee. When I brought forth the first volume of my father’s journal, though, my reception warmed greatly.

    Still, until Dr. Pierce had had the opportunity to properly assess the journal, my membership remained probationary, and I was asked not to distract the paying customers.

    I paid a visit to the telegraph office, and to more than one of the city’s newspapers, to arrange for certain reports to henceforth be forwarded to my home as swiftly as possible – an adventurer needed to know what was happening in the world if he was to intervene in events in time to accomplish anything. I also stopped into some of New York’s better bookshops and purchased several volumes to be added to my library back home.

    Over the next two days I made a few further calls and did what I could to familiarize myself with the metropolis, but finally I concluded that I had done enough and had fulfilled my immediate mission. I checked out of the hotel, had my baggage forwarded, and returned to the station to catch the next train home.

    Upon arrival at the family threshold I was greeted like a returning hero; my mother and Mary Ann welcomed me with enthusiasm I thought quite unwarranted. When I remonstrated that I had only been to New York, not China or Patagonia, Mother retorted, “That, Tommy, is why we’re so pleased.”

    My puzzlement was plain, and she elaborated, “We had no idea when you might return. We thought it likely that you would sign on with some globe-trotting expedition on the spur of the moment, or follow some clue into an exotic mystery halfway across the continent.”

    “But...why would you think that?”

    She laughed. “You’re planning to be an adventurer, are you not? You’ve read Jack’s journals; you know he was always ready to dash off at the drop of a hat. Indeed, I think that’s the very heart of adventuring – a willingness to seize the moment, to leap into action, ready or not, when called upon.

    “I suppose it is,” I said.

    Indeed, her words had struck home, probably far more so than she intended. I had just spent three days meeting adventurers young and old and speaking with them, and while they had all praised the virtues of planning and preparation, their accounts of actual adventures all seemed to involve a great many spur-of-the-moment decisions and desperate improv-isations.

    I, on the other hand, had spent half my life in planning and preparation and had never yet leapt into action. For the first time since the age of eight I began to wonder whether I really was cut out to be an adventurer. I might have the physical skills necessary, but did I have the heart? Messrs. Arbuthnot, Snedeker, and von Düssel had all advised me against a career in adventure, and I had dismissed their concerns, but perhaps they were right.

    That night, despite the rigors of my journey, I lay awake, staring at the ceiling and thinking about my future, for quite some time before falling asleep.

    Two days later I received the first of the telegraphic reports I had ordered, alerting me to the latest political, military, scientific, and mystical developments. The following week I began receiving the “Adventurer’s Edition” of the New York Post. From then on I spent every morning reading these through and considering whether there was anything in them that should inspire me to action. That nothing leapt out at me worried me and increased my doubts. By the first of June I was seriously considering simply choosing some situation at random and throwing myself into the middle of it, to test my mettle.

    And then I saw it.

    It was only a brief item, wired from a town called Phoenix, somewhere in the Arizona Territory. Just two days earlier, on the thirtieth of May, a large object, far too large to be any sort of bird, and far too dense to be a natural cloud, had passed over the town from north to south. This mysterious flying thing was said to have cast a shadow so vast that entire streets were darkened.

    I turned to the atlas – not my father’s rather battered old one, but the most up-to-date one I had been able to find during my visit to the city – and located Phoenix on a map. I observed that it lay almost directly south of Flagstaff and noted that the gigantic flyer, whatever it was, had been moving steadily southward. I read the descriptions of the mystery object as gray, but gleaming like metal where it caught the sun.

    “The Lost City,” I murmured. “Hezekiah McKee.”

    “What was that, dear?” my mother asked, as she puttered about the sideboard, arranging fresh flowers in one of the vases.

    I rose and bent to kiss her cheek. “Mother,” I said, “I think I need a flying machine.”

    She straightened and turned to look at me.

    I did not speak, but merely handed her the newspaper, pointing to the relevant item. She read it, then looked at me. “A flying machine?” she asked.

    “Whatever this thing is,” I said, “I think I had best be prepared to meet it in its own environment.”

    “But do you mean a balloon, then?”

    “A dirigible balloon, yes. The French have been doing excellent work in developing them, and the Germans are not far behind.”

    “We are in neither France nor Germany, Tom, and this...this thing was seen in the Arizona desert, not above the plains of Europe.”

    “Oh, but surely,” I protested, “we Yankees have not let the Europeans get so far ahead of us in any field of scientific endeavor as that! While we may not be as advanced as the Tissandier brothers or Herr Haenlein, we must have something capable of controlled flight...”

    “I’m sure I wouldn’t know,” she said. She glanced at the paper again, then met my gaze with her own. “Why are you so concerned with this? Of all the strange reports and curious sightings, why does this one interest you?”

    I was at a loss for words to explain myself; I simply knew that I must investigate this. Still, I struggled to convey what I could.

    “Herr von Düssel told me about a man named Hezekiah McKee who took a great quantity of an unknown metal from the Lost City of the Mirage two years ago,” I said. “This mysterious object – I’m sure it’s McKee’s doing.”

    “After two years?”

    I nodded. “He could scarcely build it overnight.”

    “Build it? Then you think this was a flying machine?”

    “I do, yes.”

    “Even if it is, why do you think it requires your attention?”

    “It just...it...” I stopped, took a deep breath, then let it out. “Mother,” I said, “I don’t know why. I just know it does. Unless you can tell me a quicker way to find an airship, I’ll be leaving for New York this afternoon.”

    She looked at me for a moment, and I could tell that she wanted to protest further, to try to talk me out of haring off in this fashion, but she didn’t. She had been an adventurer’s wife, and she knew me as only a mother can. She did not protest; instead she said, “I’ll help you pack.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Seven

    

    The Reverend Hezekiah McKee, and

    Professor Aloysius Vanderhart

    

    Iwas at the door of the Pierce Archive at a quarter to eight the next day, waiting eagerly until Dr. Pierce opened for business, shortly before the hour. I had two topics to research – airships and Hezekiah McKee. Allow me to tell you what I learned separately, and beginning with the latter.

    The Reverend Hezekiah McKee had been born and raised in South Carolina, the son of a dealer in slaves. Upon his home state’s secession in 1861 he had enlisted in the Confederate Army, and he had fought bravely for the South, distinguishing himself in several battles, and rising to the rank of captain shortly before General Lee’s surrender.

    He had accepted the South’s defeat and had gone into the Baptist ministry, but had then been involved briefly with the Ku Klux Klan – the exact nature of his involvement was unclear, the accounts in the archive vague and contradictory, but by 1872 the result had been the loss of his congregation, and his exile from South Carolina. He had gone West, but as neither settler nor preacher; instead he had been a hired gun and sometime adventurer.

    That last, of course, was why some of his biographical details were included in the archives. He had been reasonably successful in his new career, and by 1879 he was the leader of a small band of mercenaries, men from a variety of backgrounds – one was even said to be a Scottish laird.

    Then in 1880 the Lost City had appeared outside Flagstaff, and the Reverend McKee had joined in the rush to loot it. He had survived the city’s disappearance, according to several witnesses, but had then vanished, along with his men. They were not dead; every so often one of them would turn up in Flagstaff to re-provision. Except for these supply runs, though, they were never seen again. No one had gone looking for McKee, so far as the records in the archives could tell me – and why should anyone do so? McKee was not a particularly pleasant fellow and was not wanted for any serious crimes. To the best of my knowledge, no one had any compelling reason to seek him out.

    As for airships, I knew, of course, about Thaddeus Lowe and the other aeronauts who had ventured upward during the Civil War, providing reconnaissance and signaling capability, but those were tethered balloons, not dirigibles.

    The first truly practical dirigibles were built by the French, beginning with Monsieur Henri Giffard’s 1852 steam-driven ascent from the Hippodrome, and the only serious challengers to French dominance in the field were the Germans. Both nations had experimented with various forms of motive power, but to date only steam engines seemed practical. There were rumors that Gaston and Albert Tissandier were developing an electrically driven dirigible, but it had yet to fly.

    Americans, it seemed, had been surprisingly slow to take to the air; one Solomon Andrews of Perth Amboy, New Jersey had reportedly demonstrated a series of innovative devices he called Aereons some twenty years ago, but none of these were still functional, the methods employed appeared to be of severely limited utility, and financial reverses had forced Dr. Andrews to abandon further experimentation in the field. In the present day my options on this side of the Atlantic appeared to be severely limited, but Professor Aloysius Vanderhart of Rutgers College, in New Jersey, was said to have recently constructed an aerial vehicle of some sort. That seemed to be my best option if I wanted a craft capable of following this mysterious intruder through the skies of the Arizona Territory.

    Professor Vanderhart maintained a townhouse in his native New York City, but for most of the year was more often to be found at his place of employment. Accordingly, I set out for New Jersey, bound for the Rutgers campus. A hansom to the station, a train to New Brunswick, directions from the station-master, and I was able to walk up to Geology Hall, a rather fine stone building of relatively recent construction, where Professor Vanderhart’s office might be found.

    Alas, while his office was there, the gentleman himself was not. I inquired after him with little success, but eventually encountered a suggestion that he might be at a certain shop on Hamilton Street.

    He was not, but the shop’s proprietor suggested another establishment, and a clerk at that one suggested a third, and finally, as daylight faded and lamps were being lit on all sides, I located him at a carpenter’s workroom, where he and the owner were bent over a table, studying a set of plans. I felt confident in my identification of the two men; the carpenter was a stocky fellow in a leather apron, with sawdust in his curly hair and a well-used chisel in his left hand, while his right remained available to point at whatever detail of the schematics might currently be under discussion.

    As for the professor, he had been described to me, and I thought it extremely unlikely that there would be two such men in the vicinity. He was of medium height, but must have weighed at least three hundred pounds. A Bowler hat perched on a tangle of yellow hair above a woolen jacket that had undoubtedly been expensive when new, but which was now rather the worse for wear.

    They paid no attention to me, and I stood quietly amid the sawdust on the plank floor, waiting until such time as one or the other might chance to look in my direction.

    After several minutes of intense muttered debate neither had yet looked anywhere but at the plans or each other. I cleared my throat loudly.

    They still paid me no attention whatsoever. I tapped my fingers on a handy column and shuffled my feet in the sawdust, to no avail. At last I ventured to say, “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

    They continued their conversation, oblivious to my presence.

    I decided desperate measures were called for. “Professor Vanderhart!” I called.

    The carpenter threw me a quick glance; then the two returned to what appeared to be an intense discussion of the relative virtues of varnish and shellac and the best way to apply those substances to a particular mechanism.

    I was preparing to call again when the door behind me opened, and a well-dressed woman stepped in. She glanced at me in surprise, then said, “Al?”

    The professor straightened up abruptly and whirled on one heel to face us. “Mary!” he said. His gaze passed between us to the darkness beyond the open door, and he said, “Is it as late as that?”

    “I’m afraid so, dear,” Mary replied.

    “Well, well. I suppose we got rather caught up in our discussion. Who is this with you, then?”

    Mary glanced at me. “I don’t know him, dear; he was here when I arrived.”

    “He’s the one was making all that dreadful racket,” the carpenter volunteered. “Shuffling his feet and clearing his throat and who knows what all.”

    “Indeed, I am,” I agreed. “If I could have a word with you, Professor?”

    He frowned. “Are you one of my students?”

    “No, no,” I hastened to say. “I am an outside party with an interest in your work.”

    “What work?”

    I was somewhat baffled by this; what other work could I mean? “The construction of airships,” I said.

    “Pfah – I suppose you...no, you’re too young. Who do you represent, then?”

    “No one,” I replied. “Save myself.”

    “Then what the devil do you care about airships?”

    “I...wish to investigate aerial phenomena in the Arizona Territory.”

    “A telescope and a tethered balloon won’t serve?”

    “No, Professor, they will not.”

    “And you want me to assist you in building an airship? I am – ”

    I cut him off quite rudely, I fear. “No, no, Professor,” I said. “I have no intention of building one; I cannot afford the time. I was hoping I might borrow, or rent, or if necessary purchase outright, one that you have already built.”

    He stared at me for a moment, while his wife and the carpenter exchanged glances and shrugs.

    “You’re just a boy,” he said at last.

    “I’m sixteen,” I replied.

    “The Arizona Territory, you say?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Purchase, you said. Have you sufficient funds?”

    “That depends on your price.”

    He named an amount, and I cringed inwardly; it was a very substantial sum of money. It was within my means, however.

    “And what would I receive for this?” I asked.

    “An airship. The only one I have constructed to date that was actually functional.”

    I was not happy to hear that there was only a single option. “I would need more specifics,” I said.

    Mrs. Vanderhart spoke up then. “Al,” she said, “your supper is getting cold. Perhaps this young man would join us at our lodgings, and you might discuss this over the meal?”

    “That would suit me,” the professor said. “What do you say, young man?”

    “I would be honored,” I replied.

    Twenty minutes later we were seated around the table in a modest house a few blocks away, where Mrs. Vanderhart and three of her children were serving out a generous meal of pot roast, boiled potatoes, and succotash.

    “It occurs to me,” Professor Vanderhart said from his place at the head of the table, “that I never got your name.”

    “Tom Derringer, sir.”

    “Ah! Any relation to the gunsmith?”

    “Henry Deringer? No, sir; the spelling is different.”

    “And is your family in any similar trade?”

    “No, sir. We live on investments my late father made.”

    “Very fortunate!”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “So you pursue no particular occupation, but you find yourself in need of a dirigible balloon?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    He waited for further explanation, but I did not provide any; instead I fell to eating the very fine meal the Vanderharts had provided. When it became plain that I was not going to volunteer more information, Professor Vanderhart demanded, “How much do you weigh?”

    I blinked, startled by so direct and personal a question, but I could see how it might be relevant. “About a hundred and seventy-five pounds, I believe. Perhaps a trifle more – my mother tells me, based on how my clothes fit, that I’m still growing.”

    “Have you any experience in the operation of steam engines? Perhaps you have handled a traction engine?”

    “No, sir, none. I understand the theory, though, and am told I’m a quick study.”

    “Ha!” He sat back in his chair and helped himself to a chunk of beef.

    A moment later, when we had both enjoyed more of the excellent repast, the professor said, “I became interested in airship design because the concept of making objects lighter fascinated me, not because I had any great obsession with flight. I built a prototype machine to test my theories and demonstrate that I had grasped the underlying science. I named this contraption the Vanderhart Aeronavigator, but that title may be over-reaching; while it functioned adequately as proof of concept, the machine is of only limited practical use. It measures some ninety feet long and uses a steam engine of my own design, weighing in the neighborhood of four hundred pounds. It has a top speed of eleven knots in still air, fully loaded. You say you want to use it in the Arizona Territory?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Then you’ll need to find a way to get it there. At present it is housed in the town of Lakehurst, some forty miles from here.”

    “Can it be disassembled for transport by rail?”

    “It can be disassembled to some extent, yes. Whether it can be crammed onto a rail car, I can’t say. I would think something can be managed.” He paused. “It will undoubtedly be expensive,” he warned.

    “Undoubtedly,” I agreed.

    “There is one further complication,” he said. “There is only one person alive qualified to operate it.”

    “Al – ” Mrs. Vanderhart began.

    He held up a hand to quiet her. “You will need to hire this person as your driver and mechanic. I cannot allow you to operate it yourself; the risk is too great, and I refuse to have your death on my conscience.”

    “I see no problem – ” I began.

    “Al!” The professor’s wife had set aside the platter she had held, and was now glaring furiously at her husband. Her hands were on her hips.

    “Yes, my dear?” the professor said, feigning innocence.

    “The Arizona Territory?”

    “It will be most educational, I should think.”

    “Educational! I should say dangerous.”

    “Oh, nonsense, my dear. It’s not as if the Apache are still raiding every settlement in sight.”

    I bit my lip and held my peace; the Apache most certainly were still active in the region, though I believed they mostly operated to the east and south of my intended destination. Mrs. Vanderhart clearly took a personal interest in the welfare of whoever my driver and mechanic was to be, though, and I did not want to give her any further cause for concern.

    “Al, I must protest. The Arizona Territory is a desert at the far end of the continent, home to more scorpions and rattlesnakes than it is to honest citizens!”

    “Your protest has been duly noted, my dear, but should we not leave it up to the party under discussion to decide the matter?”

    “I think we must all discuss it before we make this fine young man any rash promises!”

    The professor sighed. “My wife,” he said to me, “sometimes allows her maternal instincts to rule. While I would very much prefer that you leave steering the Vanderhart Aeronavigator to experienced hands, that may be impossible. Do you think, given written instructions, you could learn to operate the device yourself?”

    “Oh, I believe I could, Professor,” I replied hastily, before he could reconsider.

    “Well, I hope it won’t prove necessary, but in that case, I will allow you to purchase my machine – honestly, I don’t have any other use for it. If you wish to transport it to the Arizona Territory for reassembly and launch there, you may make the arrangements, and I will see that either the engineer will join you there, or you will have the best written instructions I can manage.”

    “That’s more than fair of you, sir!” I exclaimed.

    “Good, good,” he said, smiling. “Then it is agreed.”

    Mrs. Vanderhart was clearly not entirely happy with this, but she put on a brave front and forced a smile. “It seems to be time for dessert,” she said. “Ice cream, anyone?”

    I happily accepted a generous portion of that frozen concoction, which more than adequately capped a very satisfactory meal.

    

  
    

    Chapter Eight

    

    The Vanderhart Aeronavigator

    

    The following day I delivered an alarmingly large bank draft to Professor Vanderhart and then set out for Lakehurst armed with assorted papers providing the necessary instructions, directions, permissions, and authorizations to take custody of the Vanderhart Aeronavigator and send it on its way to Flagstaff, in the Arizona Territory.

    I confess that my first view of the craft did not impress me. It was stored in an immense barn that had apparently held dairy cattle not so very long ago, and which still retained a certain bovine odor. When I arrived at the designated building and presented the two guardians of the place with my letters, they slid open a door and allowed me a glimpse.

    I had envisioned it as looking something like an inverted boat, perhaps with a windmill’s blades at either end to propel it. I had expected it to be sleek and modern. That was not quite what I saw. In fact, at first glance I was not entirely sure whether I was looking at the famed Vanderhart Aeronavigator, or at a trash heap.

    “That’s it?” I said to the man who held the door.

    “That’s it,” that worthy replied.

    “Aye, there she be,” his companion affirmed.

    I stepped in and took a closer look, and my initial misgivings faded somewhat. I could see now that there was indeed a substantial framework here; it was merely folded down for storage. There were at least a dozen curving strakes running the full length of the contraption, which did appear to be approximately the ninety feet the Professor had claimed for it – I had played a few games of base-ball, where the first base lies ninety feet from the batsman’s box, so I had some feel for such a distance. These strakes, or struts, were of fine bamboo, richly varnished to a golden brown. Naturally, the professor had been unable to obtain single stems of such a length, so each strake was woven from several pieces of bamboo and securely bound at several points with what appeared to be first-quality hemp. The strakes were connected to one another with ropes of a material I did not immediately recognize, but finally identified as white silk. Beneath the bamboo struts lay a great mass of fabric, all of it covered with a gray sealant of some sort. This was clearly the inflatable balloon that would carry the whole thing aloft. Beneath that was a structure largely hidden from me by the fabric, but which I took to be the motor and passenger compartment of the aerial vehicle. I was somewhat dismayed that this concealed portion seemed rather small; I had not actually enquired as to how many passengers the Aeronavigator could carry, or what tonnage of supplies, but I had expected a larger carrying capacity than anything implied by the mass beneath the balloon. Well, I told myself, perhaps it folded out somehow when the balloon was inflated.

    In truth, I did not see that I had much of a choice. This unprepossessing tangle of bamboo and silk was said to be the finest airship on this side of the Atlantic. If I intended to pursue that mysterious thing that had flown through the skies above Phoenix, this was my best hope of success.

    The possibility that I had no real hope of success did occur to me, but the successful adventurer does not yield so easily as that to difficult circumstance! I could recall half a dozen instances in my father’s journals when he had faced seemingly impossible situations and somehow won through – tracking the Carolina banshee, retrieving the Darlington Covenant, and so on. If this device proved inadequate to my task, it might lead me to a better approach.

    “Will this fit on a railroad car?” I asked.

    The two men beside me exchanged glances. “How the devil should we know?” one of them asked.

    I had no good answer for that question. I sighed.

    Still, getting the craft to Flagstaff was no great obstacle compared to some of the difficulties my father had faced. I began a closer inspection, measuring tape in hand, and recruited the two guardians to aid me in assessing the situation.

    In the end, I found it necessary to hire several other able-bodied men and two large wagons, as well. I feel no great need to go into all the tedious details; suffice it to say that three days later I was aboard a train headed west, and the component parts of the Aeronavigator occupied the entirety of a freight wagon some two cars behind me. It had been necessary to partially unweave the long bamboo strakes in order to get them into the car; everything else had fit without serious difficulty. I hoped that reversing the damage would not be too difficult, nor excessively costly in either time or money, once I reached Flagstaff.

    I had been in contact with the Vanderhart family by telegraph and was assured that my engineer would be following on the next train and would meet me in Flagstaff with the necessary tools and supplies to get the Aeronavigator restored to full functionality – or at least, as close to full functionality as it had ever been. Professor Vanderhart admitted that it was not the equal of some of the aerial vehicles reported to have plied European skies of late, and even the best of those had severe limitations regarding lifting capacity, range, and the ability to drive against the wind.

    I had sent my mother a brief telegram of reassurance as well, but most of my electrical communications had been with the professor and his family. I noticed that the Vanderharts had carefully avoided telling me my engineer’s name; at first I had thought it merely an attempt to save the cost of added words in their telegram, but eventually concluded the omission was deliberate. I had supposed this engineer to be a member of the family – perhaps their oldest child, or a sibling of either the professor or his wife – but why they felt themselves unable to trust me with this individual’s specific identity I could not easily imagine.

    I did not allow it to trouble me unduly as I made my way across the continent, a journey that would have required the better part of a week under the best of conditions. Conveying the Vanderhart Aeronavigator meant that my traveling conditions were not the best, and I felt myself to have done well when I arrived in Flagstaff some ten days after departing Lakehurst.

    The voyage was uneventful – uneventful to the point of tedium, in fact, so that I soon came to appreciate the attitude of the young Miss Jones I had encountered en route to New York City those several months before. I began to wonder whether this was a normal part of adventuring, whether the undoubted moments of excitement were not the whole of an adventurer’s career, nor even the bulk of it, but only an occasional spice.

    My father’s books had often referred to one journey or another as boring, but had never devoted more than a few words to this, so I had dismissed it as the impatience of a young man accustomed to vigorous activity and frequent danger. Now, though, I began to realize that the travels necessary to an adventurer’s career surely must include many tiresome days of sitting aboard one conveyance or another, doing little of significance. I did take the opportunity to read and study, but I cannot say my days held much interest.

    I had thought I might pass the time by writing in my own journal, but I found I had nothing to say that seemed worthy of recording – or at least, no more than I have said here. I wondered whether my father had experienced similar sentiments.

    I did wire reassurances of my continued good health to my mother every few days, when an opportunity to do so presented itself, and occasionally chatted briefly with my fellow passengers, but all in all, the trip was tedious.

    However dull the journey, though, I must say that the scenery was spectacular. I had never been west of the Mississippi before, and the vast western landscape impressed me greatly. Even in the middle of Flagstaff, as I disembarked, I could see mountains looming to the north that made the Adirondacks where I had trained look insignificant in comparison.

    I had no time to waste on sight-seeing, though, if I was to catch the mysterious flying object that had passed over Phoenix two weeks before. I set about my preparations immediately.

    I was overseeing the unloading of the Aeronavigator when a lad trotted up, a sheet of paper in his hand. “Are you Mr. Derringer?” he said.

    I turned, startled – surely, this youth could not be my engineer? He was younger than I was myself!

    “I’m Tom Derringer,” I admitted.

    The boy thrust the paper at me. “Telegram,” he said.

    “Ah,” said I, accepting it.

    The boy waited expectantly, and I fished a nickel from my pocket for him; the moment the coin touched his palm he whirled and scampered away, without a word of thanks. I watched him go, taking note that he wore neither the cap nor jacket I was accustomed to see on Western Union’s messengers. Perhaps such niceties were not observed out here on the frontier, or perhaps this outpost of civilization was served by a different telegraph company. Given the boy’s haste to be elsewhere, the possibility of mischief also occurred to me, but I could not see what form it might take.

    When the lad was a hundred yards away I turned my attention to the telegram. I was pleased to see that the telegrapher had a good clear hand. The message was from Professor Vanderhart, and read, “Forgot to tell you. Engineer our eldest daughter, Elspeth Vanderhart. Should be there soonest.”

    Daughter! Ah, the mystery was explained! “Forgot,” indeed – I did not for a moment believe that the Vanderharts’ failure to identify my engineer was the result of any sort of lapse whatsoever; indeed, it was obviously a conscious and deliberate act, intended to keep me ignorant of the sex of my engineer until I was in a position where I would be unable to make any effective protest. I smiled.

    This subterfuge had not been necessary. Oh, I was, and am, well aware of the idea that women’s minds are not equipped to understand machinery, or to comprehend the science that makes lighter-than-air flight possible. I likewise knew that many considered the weaker sex unsuited for the rough physical labor involved in operating engines. Doubtless Professor Vanderhart thought I would be appalled at the thought of trusting myself to his daughter’s skills.

    I, however, was the son of Mrs. John T. Derringer, the former Arabella Whitaker, and had observed in my mother capabilities far beyond those of most men. Whether such abilities were truly exceptional, or whether we men are simply in the habit of underestimating our female compatriots, I cannot say with any assurance, but I had little doubt that this Elspeth Vanderhart would live up to the trust her father placed in her. If a man sent his son out to do a job that proved to be beyond the young man’s capacities, that would surprise no one – we expect boys to face challenges bravely and to confront adversity, so that they might learn from the experience. Our modern society in this nineteenth century is more protective and less demanding of our daughters, though, and we do not willingly thrust them into situations where there might be an expectation of failure. If Professor Vanderhart was sending a girl, then he must be quite thoroughly convinced that she was up to the task at hand.

    I folded the telegram and stuffed it into my pocket, then turned my attention back to getting the Aeronavigator safely off the train. I trusted that when Elspeth Vanderhart arrived she would find me readily enough; I had left my name with the stationmaster, and with the telegraph office, and given them both the name of my hotel.

    At least, I told myself, the telegram had ensured that there would be no embarrassing scene caused by my natural expectation that my engineer was to be male. Indeed, that might have been the reason the professor finally relented and revealed her identity.

    By this time the unloading had begun to draw the attention of some of the locals. The steam engine had attracted no great interest, but when the balloon and its woven-bamboo frame began to fill up the platform, several passersby stopped to watch. I paid them no heed; I was too busy ensuring that no further damage was added to the indignities already inflicted upon the machine by its long journey.

    I was rather startled, therefore, when a woman’s voice called, “Mr. Derringer!”

    But then I realized that this most likely must be Miss Elspeth Vanderhart. I turned to look for her, and at first I saw no one. Then I lowered my gaze, and to my astonishment saw a familiar face. “Miss Jones!” I exclaimed, recognizing my companion from my first train ride to New York. “Whatever brings you to the Arizona Territory?”

    “The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad,” she said, smiling at my obvious surprise.

    “Well, yes,” I said, my pleasure at seeing her now somewhat tempered by the playfully over-literal reply. “I meant rather, what are you doing here? I last saw you in the Hudson Valley, bound for New York – you said nothing of any plans to venture to the far west!”

    “I believe I told you that my father’s business sends me traveling all over the country.”

    “Indeed you did, but I had not thought you meant it as literally as that! Why, this is delightful and quite staggeringly unlikely that we should meet again here, thousands of miles from the location of our last encounter.”

    “Oh, it is perhaps not so great a coincidence as all that!”

    “You think not?”

    “Has it not occurred to you that we might be here on the same business?”

    I glanced at the empty sky to the south. “You read of the strange object that passed over Phoenix, then?”

    She blinked at me. “What?”

    “Well, that is why I am here,” I said. I gestured at the Aeronavigator. “And that is the purpose of this – to allow me to pursue that mystery!”

    “Ah,” she said. “Well, it is not the mystery that brought me. I came because of that.” She waved at the Aeronavigator.

    At that, I finally understood. The airship, errands for her father – it all fell together. “You told me your name was Jones!” I protested. “And if I am not mistaken, you said it was Betsy, rather than Elspeth, as well.”

    “I’m as much Betsy as you are Tom,” she said. “Really, do you think I want to be called Elspeth? Half my friends can’t say it without spitting.”

    “That’s as may be, but Jones is hardly a common abbreviation for Vanderhart.”

    “And Vanderhart is hardly a common name. I prefer to remain incognito when traveling; my father does have enemies who would not hesitate to strike at him through me.

    I blinked. “Does he? How would a college professor come to have such ruthless foes?”

    “If you thought him nothing but an ordinary classroom lecturer, we would hardly be standing on this platform beside one of his inventions.”

    I could scarcely argue with that. I looked at the disassembled airship and then back at Miss Vanderhart. She was, I noticed, wearing a fine gown of blue silk, with French lace at the throat. “So you are to be my engineer?” I asked. “I cannot say you look the part.”

    “I cannot say I like walking the public street in my working attire,” she retorted. “If I want to be treated like a lady here, I must dress the part. Rest assured, I will not be wearing silk and lace when we’re aloft.”

    It was at that moment that I recognized for the first time an impediment to my plan. “When we’re aloft? You and I?”

    “Yes. That was your intention when you purchased the Aeronavigator, was it not? To fly in it? It’s rather large and expensive for a lawn ornament.”

    “And not particularly decorative in its present state, but I think you mistake my point. Of course I intend to fly in it, and I agreed with your father that he would provide me with an engineer to assist in its operation. However, when I made that agreement, I was unaware of your sex and of the rather limited confines of the craft. There is no room for a chaperone, is there?”

    “Space is not the problem, Mr. Derringer; lifting capacity is. The Aeronavigator can only carry approximately four hundred pounds in addition to itself if you wish to achieve any notable altitude – five hundred at the outside. My father built it mostly to determine just how large a device would be required to support his own weight, which is considerably more than yours or mine – quite possibly more than both of us together – but still not so tremendous as all that. He chose me to train as its operator because I am the smallest person he could find who he felt he could trust with the job. Only if we were to go aloft without any supplies – no food, no water, no additional fuel – might we accommodate a duenna.”

    “That would hardly be practical,” I said.

    “I would agree with that assessment.”

    “You do not consider it inappropriate for the two of us to isolate ourselves in the device?”

    “I assume you to be a gentleman, Mr. Derringer, and I take it that my father gave you that same credit when he chose to trust you with my presence unescorted. What’s more, I have been aloft in the Aeronavigator, and I cannot imagine a less salubrious environment for any sort of inappropriate activity. Finally, should I have misjudged you, should my father have been derelict in his parental duties, and should you find your amorous intentions unhindered by the precarious nature of an airship’s compartment, rest assured, I may be small, but I am capable of defending myself.”

    “I cannot begin to doubt it,” I acknowledged. If the young lady was as good with her hands as with her tongue, I was certain she could indeed fend off unwelcome advances.

    In any case, I had no intention of making any such advances. I found Miss Vanderhart unquestionably charming in both her appearance and her unorthodox manner, but our relationship was, first and foremost, a matter of business, and I was determined not to allow my baser appetites to interfere with my quest.

    “I was concerned,” I said, “not so much with any genuine risks, but with the appearance of impropriety. I would not wish to sully your reputation.”

    “Very commendable, I am sure, but I can attend to my own reputation. Your concern does you credit, but is quite unnecessary.”

    I raised my hands in surrender. “As you please. Then would you like to begin assembly of the Aeronavigator immediately, or are there matters we should attend to first?”

    She turned to study the device and assess its condition. “I will need my tools,” she said. “And of course, we cannot get it off the ground without the hydrogen generator, which I have stored at Beckman’s Stables.” She pointed eastward along Main Street.

    “Then let us be about it,” I said. “Lead the way, Miss Vanderhart!”

    

  
    

    Chapter Nine

    

    My First Flight

    

    By the following afternoon the Vanderhart Aeronavigator had been transported, by means of hired wagons, to a stretch of open land a few miles south of Flagstaff – the town was located in the rolling foothills that separated the mountains I had observed to the north, and a vast desert plain to the south, so that it was to the south that open space was most easily found. Miss Vanderhart had also delivered to the site a great deal of additional equipment. The largest part of this was the complex coal-fired boiler that would generate the hydrogen gas to fill the Aeronavigator’s balloon, but there were also supplies of fuel and water and camping gear so that we would have no need to return to town at night, the better to devote every moment of daylight to getting our airship aloft.

    I had not realized, when I first determined to acquire an airship, just how massive an undertaking it was to put such a machine into the sky. I found myself wondering how the Reverend McKee had managed it, if that mysterious object seen passing over Phoenix was indeed an airship of his design – though of course, it might have taken him as much as two years to build it. Miss Vanderhart seemed constantly in motion, fitting bamboo shafts together, setting ropes to the proper lengths and tension, adjusting valves and levers, and directing the workmen in laying out the various components, fueling the various engines, and generally setting the contraption to rights. It was sometimes hard to credit that so small a frame was capable of such energetic feats.

    By nightfall the Aeronavigator had been reassembled, but not yet inflated. The hydrogen generator’s iron flue was heated red-hot, ready to begin separating lifting gas out of steam, and the boiler beneath was filled and heated. The men we had hired to assist us to this point had all ridden back toward town, but we were by no means ready to take to our beds. Indeed, the machines had developed much of the required heat and pressure, so we could not shut down operations at that point without having to start them over from scratch in the morning. It was perhaps an hour after sunset when, working by lantern light, Miss Vanderhart began to pump hydrogen into the airship’s gas-bag, while I provided what assistance I could.

    Miss Vanderhart, I should say, had been as good as her word in every particular. She had demonstrated a complete mastery of the many machines involved and displayed a strength of body and mind belying her diminutive stature. As promised, she no longer wore silk and lace, but had instead spent the day in a sturdy outfit of canvas, leather, and linen quite unlike anything I had ever seen before. Her outermost skirt was divided in two, to allow for freedom of movement, but each half was voluminous enough to provide for feminine modesty. Drawstrings at either ankle kept this curious garment in place even when she was clambering about the airship’s frame. Her high-collared blouse was more traditional, but equipped with a startling number of pockets and cloth loops where tools could be secured. A broad leather belt sported additional loops of both leather and metal. When occasion called for it, and the sun’s heat did not render it unbearable, she wore a smith’s leather apron over all, and a railroad engineer’s billed cap on her bound hair. A pair of goggles protected her eyes when she was working with anything that carried a risk of explosion.

    This costume was not very ladylike, but it was extremely practical for the task at hand. Our hired men may have found it curious, perhaps even worthy of mockery, but none dared disparage it where either Miss Vanderhart or I might hear. Despite her small size, Miss Vanderhart had clearly impressed our hirelings as someone not to be crossed. Practical as this attire was, I entirely understood why she would not have dressed in this manner back in Flagstaff.

    By mid-evening the gas production had settled down to a steady flow, and Miss Vanderhart suggested I take a rest, saying that she could manage without me for a while. I remonstrated against this, but she assured me she would wake me immediately should occasion arise. Reluctantly, I yielded, and settled down upon my bedroll, intending only to rest my eyes for a moment before resuming work.

    I awoke to find the sun well above the eastern hills, and the Vanderhart Aeronavigator inflated to its full magnificence. I sat up and stared at it. In this, its proper condition, it scarcely resembled the mess I had seen in Lakehurst.

    It was comprised of two major sections. The upper section was a great cylinder with rounded ends, rather resembling a sausage – but a sausage almost a hundred feet long, and perhaps twenty feet in diameter, its shape maintained by a framework of shellacked bamboo strakes, hempen ropes, and silken netting over the gas-bag itself. The framework gleamed a rich golden brown in the morning light, while the gas-bag itself was a very pale gray, almost white.

    Beneath this immense cylinder hung the much smaller compartment that held the steam engine and provided space for what few passengers and small freight the mechanism could transport. This compartment was framed in gleaming brass and floored in blue-enameled steel, but the sides were largely open, and where safety required some sort of barrier beyond the brass rails, Professor Vanderhart had installed flimsy looking wickerwork. I understood the necessity of keeping weight within limits, but I confess that openwork cage did not fill me with confidence.

    The lower section was perhaps twenty feet long, half that in width, and perhaps seven feet in height. The engine’s boiler occupied the exact center, with fuel stores and water tanks carefully balanced along the sides, and the engine itself was mounted atop the boiler, where it drove a long wooden shaft. This shaft ran the full length of the compartment and extended a dozen feet from either end before terminating in triple screw propellers; these somewhat resembled the familiar sails of windmills.

    A labyrinth of exhaust pipes, relief valves, and other plumbing extended out from the steam engine on either side, and an assortment of ropes, hooks, and sandbags added to the clutter. I could hear steam hissing somewhere, and two brass governors were turning steadily.

    The amazing thing about this contraption, the feature that made me wonder if perhaps I might still be asleep and dreaming, was that the entire machine was hovering a foot or so off the ground, held in place not by the natural pull of gravity, but only by half a dozen strong ropes that were secured to ordinary tent-pegs.

    Miss Vanderhart was leaning over a brass rail into the lower compartment, tinkering with something I could not see on one side of the boiler. I watched for a moment, and in time she straightened up, wiped her brow, and noticed me.

    “Ah, Mr. Derringer,” she said, raising her goggles. “Are you ready for your first flight?”

    I did not hesitate. “Of course,” I said.

    “I have steam up in the boiler,” she said. She pointed to a jointed pipe that connected the airship to the hydrogen generator. “I transferred it under pressure from the gassing furnace, to save time and fuel. We can go up as soon as you like.” She glanced up. “The weather seems ideal.”

    “Indeed,” I acknowledged. “Then we can set out for Phoenix immediately?”

    She blinked. “Phoenix?”

    “A town approximately a hundred and fifty miles south of here.”

    “Is that where you intend to go?”

    “Yes. It is where the mystery object was last seen.”

    “Oh – of course. You did mention that.” She glanced up at the Aeronavigator’s gas-bag. “I must confess, Mr. Derringer, that I am not certain we can make it so far as that. The engine is a superbly efficient one of my father’s own design, but we have never flown it more than thirty miles, and I am not certain how far it can go without refueling. Much depends on the winds.” She frowned thoughtfully. “I would suggest we make a test flight, so that I can adjust the machinery. It might also be advisable to hire someone to follow on the ground with a wagon of supplies.”

    I glanced around and saw an obvious requirement. “Including the hydrogen generator?” I asked.

    “I think that would be wise, yes.”

    “Is there any way we can take the hydrogen generator aboard the Aeronavigator? I do not like the notion of being so thoroughly dependent upon a piece of equipment we are not carrying with us.”

    She shook her head. “That would be quite impossible. The generator is built of cast iron. Even without fuel and water, the machine weighs more than the Aeronavigator can lift.”

    That was disappointing. I was further disappointed that we could not set out in pursuit of the mystery object that very minute, but I could hardly argue with her reasoning. As Messrs. Arbuthnot and Snedeker had both repeatedly warned me, foolhardy adventurers generally don’t live long.

    “Let me fetch a few things, then, and we can take a test flight,” I said.

    “Excellent! I’ll disconnect the hydrogen generator.”

    I turned away while she clambered down from the airship and set about separating it from the other machine. I hurried to take care of my morning ablutions and quickly to down a cup of cold coffee left from the night before. Since this was to be only a short test flight I did not try to bring a full set of luggage, but I remembered incidents in my father’s journals where some vital piece of equipment was left behind because it shouldn’t have been needed, so I did fetch a bag of tools and emergency supplies that I had prepared. I made sure that my Colt revolver was in its holster on my belt, with five rounds in the cylinder and the hammer resting on the empty sixth chamber, and I slung my Winchester rifle on my back. Then I once again turned my attention to the Aeronavigator.

    It was still hanging from nothing, a foot or so off the ground. Only two loops of rope still held it down; the other lines had been released and coiled up. The pipes and hoses that had connected it to other machines had all been detached and withdrawn. It was a very curious thing to see that great machine floating in air. There was an almost dreamlike quality about it. I had seen pictures of balloon ascents, but the reality was rather different.

    Miss Vanderhart was standing in the lower compartment, holding a lever and waiting for me. “If you are ready, Mr. Derringer, then come aboard,” she said.

    I hurried to the machine and clambered aboard, lifting myself over a brass rail onto an open patch of steel flooring. That platform was strangely unsteady and swayed beneath my weight – not as a railroad carriage might sway as it rattled around a curve, but more gently, more slowly, rather like a porch swing. I stood and looked out at the surrounding countryside, and at our encampment, aware that beneath my feet a foot or so of empty air separated the Aeronavigator from the ground.

    “If you would be so kind as to release that rope?” Miss Vanderhart said, pointing. I looked where she indicated and realized that the two loops holding the machine down were secured in a single connection – a rope ran from either end of the undercarriage, out through an eye-bolt set into the ground, then back into the Aeronavigator, where these two lines were fastened to one another with a pair of hooks. It appeared a simple matter to unhook them.

    It proved not quite as simple as it looked; the two ropes were drawn taut, and getting enough slack to separate the hooks required more strength than I had expected. I managed it in the end, though.

    While I had been grappling with the ropes, Miss Vanderhart had thrown the lever, and with a hiss, steam vented from somewhere atop the boiler. Machinery jerked into motion, the governors accelerated, and the long shaft began to turn the multiple screw propellers.

    The hooks came free and were snatched out of my hands, flung rattling off to either side, and with a surge the Aeronavigator rose into the sky. I grabbed the brass rail for dear life as the world fell away on all sides. The trees and hills surrounding our campsite were dropping – or so it appeared; I knew that in truth the landscape was not moving, we were.

    The speed with which we were rising was astonishing. While I felt no sensation of movement in the usual sense, the floor seemed to be pressing me upward, and I could see how quickly we were ascending. Within seconds, we were well above the treetops.

    “Good heavens!” I exclaimed.

    Miss Vanderhart did not reply to my outburst; she was busy at the controls, her hands on the valve-wheels while her eyes were fixed on the nearer set of screw propellers. My own gaze followed hers, and I saw that the screws were spinning rapidly, so rapidly as to be all but invisible. Only then did I realize that I could feel the rush of air from our machines and observe that we were moving horizontally as well as vertically.

    “Mr. Derringer!” she called. “Where would you like us to go?”

    I had not given the matter any thought. This flight was to demonstrate the machine’s capabilities, not to achieve a specific destination, but if we were to test its dirigible properties, we needed a goal to aim at. Phoenix was too far away for this initial excursion, and there was really only one other place I knew to suggest. “Flagstaff,” I said, shouting to be heard over the chuffing of the engine. “Take us over the town. See how close you can bring us to the railroad station.”

    She nodded and looked around, orienting herself. Then she reached for an overhead cord and tugged. A panel that I had thought was merely a part of the compartment swung around, acting like a sail or rudder, deflecting the stream of air the forward screws were driving toward us. The entire world seemed to swim for a moment and then began turning around us – or so it seemed. I knew that in fact it was the Aeronavigator that was turning, but from our vantage point it did not look or feel like it.

    In fact, the airship’s motion was unlike anything I had ever experienced. In some ways it resembled a boat’s, but the medium in which it floated was so very much more attenuated than water that the sensations were quite different in detail.

    As we turned, I looked down at the trees and hills, and it struck me that I was looking down at some fairly significant hills and could see for what must be several miles in every direction. “How high up are we?” I asked.

    Miss Vanderhart had been struggling with the cords and levers of the steering mechanism, but she glanced at me over her shoulder as I spoke, then looked out at the world around us, at the great open expanse of empty sky and at the vast landscape laid out below us. She briefly studied a set of gauges, then said, “I would estimate it at twelve hundred feet, Mr. Derringer.”

    My eyes widened, and I swallowed hard. “Twelve hundred feet?” I asked.

    “About that, yes.”

    “How high can we go?”

    She frowned. “I don’t know, Mr. Derringer, and I have no intention of experimenting to determine that.”

    “No, of course not.” I leaned over the rail and looked down...and down...and down! I had never seen the world from such a vantage point before. It was enlightening, to look down on it all as if I were one of Heaven’s angels. I recognized our campsite; it was little more than a smudge on the landscape from so far up. I could see the road, no more than a line across the countryside. I let my eyes follow that road northward and located Flagstaff, which looked like a child’s toy. The railroad was like a silvery thread stretching across the entire world, from horizon to horizon, and the town was a collection of buildings, no larger than salt cellars, that clustered along that thread for a brief interval. The tree-covered mountains to the north provided a dramatic backdrop.

    “It’s amazing,” I said.

    “It’s science,” Miss Vanderhart replied. “But yes, it’s amazing.”

    “It’s wonderful. I’m surprised that more people haven’t built dirigibles.”

    She made a rather unladylike noise that I can best describe, uncomplimentary though the term may be, as a snort. “It isn’t particularly cheap or easy to do, Mr. Derringer. Striking the proper balance between the buoyancy of the vehicle and the power of the engine is very difficult. The more weight you want to lift, the larger the balloon must be, but the larger the balloon, the greater both the weight of the vehicle itself, and the resistance of the air that the vehicle moves through. The engine must overcome that resistance, so the larger your vehicle is, the more powerful the engine must be, which once again adds to the weight. When you figure in the fuel you must burn, and if you are using steam, the water for the boiler, you have still more weight. Building a working dirigible is a challenging piece of engineering; so far as we know the Aeronavigator is the best anyone has done on this side of the Atlantic, and you see how little carrying capacity it has.”

    I looked around and saw her point. The tiny patch of steel floor on which we stood made the cramped quarters of a railroad carriage appear a veritable mansion by comparison.

    “You do realize that the reason my father trained me for this job is that I weigh scarcely a hundred pounds? Every additional pound of engineer is one less pound of fuel.”

    “I had not given the matter much thought,” I admitted.

    She gave me a curious look. “You had not wondered why your engineer is a girl?”

    “I had assumed your father had chosen the most suitable candidate for the job, regardless of sex,” I replied. “I had not considered that suitability would include size, but of course I can see how it would.” I looked at the boiler behind us, which occupied most of the Aeronavigator’s lower compartment and surely made up more than half the vehicle’s weight. “Is steam really the most practical propulsion system in such an application, then? The pressures involved require quite a mass of metal.”

    “The Tissandier brothers are said to be working on an electrically driven dirigible,” she said, “but the batteries for such a device are necessarily fairly massive and limited in capacity. Several of the German experimenters have used internal combustion engines of one sort or another, and eventually those may well show themselves to be superior, but my father was more comfortable with the proven reliability of steam.”

    I nodded, then glanced over the rail again. We were perhaps halfway from our campsite to Flagstaff. “I think I have seen enough for now,” I said. “Shall we descend and prepare for our flight to Phoenix?”

    “As you please,” she said, turning her attention to the controls.

    It took better than an hour to return to our campsite and spiral down to a landing; venting enough hydrogen to allow gravity to regain its hold on us without sending us plunging to our doom was a delicate and time-consuming process. I did what I could to assist Miss Vanderhart, but she was intimately familiar with every aspect of our craft’s operation, while I could scarcely tell one valve from another. In the end, though, we were drifting along perhaps two feet off the ground, and I was able to vault over the rail, catch one of the trailing lines, and secure the Aeronavigator to its anchorage.
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