[image: Cover]
 
    
    

    

    

    
    

    

    

    OTHER NOVELS BY LAWRENCE WATT-EVANS

    Vika’s Avenger

    The Chromosomal Code

    Touched by the Gods

    The Rebirth of Wonder

    The Nightmare People

    One-Eyed Jack

    Among the Powers

    Shining Steel

    (with Esther M. Friesner) Split Heirs

    (with Carl Parlagreco) The Spartacus File

    

    THE ADVENTURES OF TOM DERRINGER

    Tom Derringer and the Aluminum Airship

    Tom Derringer in the Tunnels of Terror

    Tom Derringer and the Steam-Powered Saurians

    

    THE FILES OF CARLISLE HSING

    Nightside City

    Realms of Light

    

    THE FALL OF THE SORCERERS

    A Young Man Without Magic

    Above His Proper Station

    

    THE ANNALS OF THE CHOSEN

    The Wizard Lord

    The Ninth Talisman

    The Summer Palace

    

    THE OBSIDIAN CHRONICLES

    Dragon Weather

    The Dragon Society

    Dragon Venom

    

    THE LORDS OF DÛS

    The Lure of the Basilisk

    The Seven Altars of Dûsarra

    The Sword of Bheleu

    The Book of Silence

    

    LEGENDS OF ETHSHAR

    The Misenchanted Sword

    With A Single Spell

    The Unwilling Warlord

    Taking Flight

    The Blood of a Dragon

    The Spell of the Black Dagger

    Night of Madness

    Ithanalin’s Restoration

    The Spriggan Mirror

    The Vondish Ambassador

    The Unwelcome Warlock

    The Sorcerer’s Widow

    Relics of War

    Stone Unturned

    Charming Sharra

    

    

    

    Tom Derringer

    and the

    Electrical Empire

    

    Lawrence Watt-Evans

    Misenchanted Press

    Bainbridge Island

    

    

    

    This is a work of fiction. None of the characters and events portrayed in this novel are intended to represent actual person living or dead.

    

    Tom Derringer and the Electrical Empire

    

    Copyright © 2022 by Lawrence Watt Evans

    All rights reserved

    

    Published by Misenchanted Press

    www.misenchantedpress.com

    

    Cover design by Lawrence Watt-Evans & Connie Hirsch

    Frontispieces by Kyrith Evans

    

    Dedicated to

    Brenda & Larry Clough

    

    

    

    
    “When I heaved my head and shoulders above that strip of tin and saw what lay beyond, though, it was nothing I had anticipated.”

    

    

    

    
    

    “...as we rounded a headland, I finally had a clear view. I stared, astonished, at the huge gray metal monstrosity chugging its way up the channel.”

    

  
    

    Chapter One

    

    A Strange Encounter

    

    As our train pulled into Philadelphia’s Broad Street Station, Betsy Vanderhart and I sat silently in our compartment, somberly contemplating our situation.

    We were returning from adventures out West, in California and the Utah Territory, but this was no joyous homecoming. We were rushing back to New Jersey because Betsy’s father, the noted scientist Professor Aloysius Vanderhart of Rutgers College, had vanished, apparently kidnapped.

    What’s more, at least a dozen other scientists and adventurers had reportedly disappeared in the first three months of 1884. Adventurers, of course, disappeared quite often in pursuit of their adventures, sometimes returning unharmed after weeks or even years of silence, but there had been more of these disappearances than usual this year, and scientists did not ordinarily have any such propensity for vanishing without warning. We did not know for certain whether all these disappearances were related, but it did seem likely.

    I knew little beyond these broad outlines. I did not even know the names of the men who had gone missing – or for that matter, whether they were all men; no one had mentioned that any women had disappeared, but no one had explicitly said otherwise, either. All we knew was from the brief reports from Mrs. Vanderhart’s telegrams and casual mentions by my erstwhile employers.

    The possibility that it might be best if I were to proceed directly to New York City had been considered. I might consult the Pierce Archives and talk to other professional adventurers there, to see whether anything more was known of the matter and get a grounding before tackling the specifics of Professor Vanderhart’s case, but we had swiftly concluded that I should visit Betsy’s home in New Brunswick first.

    The first reason was that I would need to gather basic information about the professor’s disappearance there sooner or later, and it might as well be sooner; that might not provide any insight into the other disappearances, but after all, I was only really looking for Professor Vanderhart, not for everyone who had gone missing. I would hear what the professor’s family had to say, and would talk to the local police, and anyone else who might have witnessed anything relevant to the professor’s abduction. It would be better, I thought, to start with the specifics and build out from there, rather than to start with generalities and try to narrow them down.

    The second reason might seem of little import in comparison, but it was important to me. Betsy had asked me to accompany her to provide moral support for her meeting with her mother, as relations between the two had been severely strained of late. I could scarcely refuse; even though we had been in one another’s company almost constantly for more than half a year, I still treasured every moment with her. Another man might exclaim upon her beauty – her golden locks, her petite figure, her heart-shaped face – but I most highly esteemed her good sense, her pluck, and her disdain for foolishness of any sort, most particularly my own. She had saved my life more than once and had protected me from my own inexperience and naivete.

    I had once asked her to marry me, and she had told me not to be ridiculous. At the time I had not thought it ridiculous at all, and I still hoped that she might someday be my wife, but I knew that the circumstances of our acquaintance were such that she would not trust our feelings for one another until we had spent some time in ordinary civilized circumstances, rather than as prisoners of the lizard people in their tunnels beneath Los Angeles, or jammed into the smoky interior of a mechanical dinosaur in the Wasatch Mountains, or otherwise in mutual peril.

    As a professional adventurer, though, I was not sure how much of my life would be spent in civilized circumstances.

    I cannot say with any certainty what Betsy was thinking about as we arrived, but I supposed she was entirely concerned with her parents’ situation. That I was more focused on my future with her than on how we might best find her father and restore him to the bosom of his family I found an embarrassing failure on my part. My best chance of winning her affections surely lay in finding her father, and perhaps the other missing scientists! But I had as yet little information upon which I might base my actions in that pursuit, and this lack of knowledge had allowed my mind to drift into other, more personal areas.

    At any rate, we arrived in Philadelphia planning only a brief stop before boarding another train that would take us to New Brunswick. As the train came to a halt amid steam and smoke, I rose and offered Betsy my hand.

    She ignored it, preferring to get to her feet unassisted, and led the way to the door. I followed her along the passage and out onto the platform, then paused to orient myself.

    It was at that moment I heard someone call out, “Mr. Derringer!”

    While I had made no particular effort to keep our movements secret, neither had I advertised them, and I was not expecting anyone to be looking for us at the station. For a moment I wondered whether the call was directed at someone else – after all, the famous gunsmith Henry Deringer had been based in Philadelphia; though he was long dead, some of his family surely remained. That seemed an unlikely coincidence, though. I turned to find the source of the voice, but my adventurer’s training and recent experiences ensured that my right hand was under my coat, on the grip of my revolver, as I did. When I had headed West several months before I had kept my weapons packed away; I was no longer so confident I would not need them on short notice and carried my pistol at all times.

    A stranger in an oddly cut jacket was waving at me from a dozen yards away. “Mr. Derringer!” he called again, as he started toward me. “Over here!”

    He seemed to recognize my face, but I was fairly certain I had never seen him before. I was not completely unknown to some portions of the public, as my previous adventures had received some attention in the adventurers’ community and the popular press, but I was not accustomed to being identified by strangers.

    Betsy had heard the call, as well, of course, and had stepped aside, out of the stream of traffic, to a relatively quiet spot on the platform where she now appeared to be fumbling in her purse. I knew well that she did not actually fumble anywhere, and that this appearance was a deceit. I also knew she owned a small pistol, and that she knew how to use it.

    The man who had called my name did not seem to have noticed Betsy at all, so I endeavored not to draw his attention to her; I looked directly at him and awaited his next action.

    He beckoned to me, and after some hesitation, I warily approached him.

    He was of moderate height, perhaps two or three inches shorter than myself, with broad shoulders and a neatly trimmed mustache. He wore one of those fashionable new Homburg hats on a head of sandy hair. He doffed this hat and said, “Thomas Derringer?”

    “You have the advantage of me, sir,” I said, as I stopped while still several feet away. I had to speak quite loudly to be heard over the noise of the station. My hand remained upon the grip of my pistol as I continued, “I don’t believe we have met.”

    “We have not, sir, but it is an honor to finally have this opportunity.” I could not place his accent, which was not American, but he spoke well. “My name is Leopold de la Rue, and I have heard much about your recent adventures in Mexico. You have accomplished much for one so young!”

    I had not been aware that my pursuit of Reverend Hezekiah McKee’s aluminum airship was widely known. I frowned. “Should I recognize your name, Mr. de la Rue?”

    He smiled wryly. “No, of course not, Mr. Derringer. I am merely a messenger, here on behalf of my employer, who provided me with a picture of you.”

    “And who might that employer be?”

    “I am not at liberty to say, as yet. He has chosen to remain largely anonymous, operating out of the public view, but I believe you and he share certain interests.”

    “And what would those be?”

    “I would prefer not to announce them to this entire crowd, Mr. Derringer. If you could perhaps accompany me to somewhere more private?”

    I shook my head. “I am afraid I have other plans.”

    “My employer will happily pay you for your time.”

    That was moderately intriguing, but I had my promise to Betsy to fulfill. I shook my head again. “I cannot oblige you at this time, Mr. de la Rue; I have a prior obligation, and a train to catch. If you or your employer would like to send a letter to Mr. Tobias Arbuthnot in care of the Guaranty Trust Company, I will give it the closest attention when I have a few moments to spare.”

    “We would very much appreciate it if you could see your way clear to delay your other engagement, Mr. Derringer. I am authorized to offer you fifty dollars in gold for perhaps three hours of conversation, if you come immediately.”

    That was more than moderately intriguing; it was astonishing. In fact, it was so outrageous that it made me extremely suspicious. I could think of no reason anyone should pay such a preposterous sum simply for a few hours of my time.

    Nonetheless, I could not take the time to investigate. “I am sorry I cannot oblige you,” I replied. “I admit to considerable curiosity about your purpose, but regardless of anything you might offer, I must honor my existing commitment. Again, I suggest that a letter in Mr. Arbuthnot’s care is your best approach, and for now I really must bid you farewell.” I nodded, and turned away – but I kept my gun in my hand, in case Mr. de la Rue chose not to accept my refusal.

    Betsy had faded into the milling crowds on the platform, and it took me a moment to locate her. When I did I made no effort to acknowledge her, but simply headed in the direction of our train to New Brunswick, trusting Betsy to join me along the way.

    As, in fact, she did, and we boarded our coach without further incident and without conversation. Only when the conductor’s whistle and shout of, “All aboard!” had sounded, and the huffing engine had set the train in motion, did we speak.

    “What was that about?” Betsy asked, as I tucked my revolver securely away.

    “He gave his name as de la Rue,” I said, “and he offered me fifty dollars to accompany him for an interview with his employer, whose name he refused to divulge.”

    “Fifty dollars? It must be a trick.”

    “I thought that likely, yes.”

    “So that’s why you turned him down? I’m surprised your curiosity did not prompt you to accept.”

    I shook my head. “I told you I would come with you to New Brunswick,” I said.

    “I...” She stopped, took a breath, and said, “So you did. But you are by nature impetuous, Tom, and I...” Once again, she left her sentence unfinished, and as the silence grew awkward, she turned to gaze out the window.

    “I am a man of my word,” I said, somewhat dismayed that she had thought I might break my promise.

    “I know,” she said, still looking away from me.

    After that we did not speak for some time, but at last Betsy said, “How did he recognize you, did he say? Had you met before?”

    I shook my head. “He said we had not, and I certainly don’t remember him. He said his employer had provided a picture.”

    “His anonymous employer?”

    I nodded.

    “It seems very odd.”

    I could scarcely argue with that.

    The train pulled into the station in New Brunswick perhaps twenty minutes behind schedule, and Betsy and I disembarked, our luggage delivered to the platform beside us. I engaged a porter to bring it out to the street, where I flagged down a hack.

    Ten minutes later we climbed out in front of Professor Vanderhart’s home. There Betsy hesitated, and I took it upon myself to step up to the front door and twist the bell handle.

    A moment later the door opened, and there stood Mrs. Vanderhart. She stared at us silently for a moment, then burst into tears.

    “Mother?” Betsy said, alarmed.

    Her mother stepped aside, sobbing, and gestured for us to enter; we complied, first myself, and then Betsy. We took seats in the parlor and waited for our hostess to regain her composure.

    It took several minutes, but at last she was able to say, “You’re finally here!”

    “Yes, Mother,” Betsy said.

    “You must find him!”

    “We will do our best, Mrs. Vanderhart,” I said, trying my best to sound reassuring. “Can you tell us what happened? Your telegrams did not give us very many details.”

    She took a deep breath to further control her emotions, and then began.

    “Al got home safely from Sumatra in February, and...” She hesitated, glancing at her daughter. “Well, he was shocked that you weren’t here. Your telegram in early March was a great relief to him, and we argued about whether we should reply, and what we should say, and... we didn’t answer. I thought he might send you a wire himself, without telling me, but I guess he did not. I’m sorry. I still can’t forgive...well, no. That’s not true.”

    “Mrs. Vanderhart,” I said gently. “Your husband?”

    “Yes.” She deliberately fixed her gaze on me, rather than Betsy. “All right. On the fifteenth of March we had a caller, a foreigner I think, someone the professor seemed to know, but I did not; if he gave his name I missed it, and Al didn’t introduce us. You know how your father is, Elspeth. They spoke in his study for almost an hour, and when they emerged Al got his hat and coat and said he was going to walk our guest to the station. I told him dinner would be at seven, and he nodded, and they left, and I never saw him again.”

    I hesitated, then said, “Mrs. Vanderhart, in your telegram you did not say that your husband had disappeared; you said he had been kidnapped. Why did you use that word?”

    “I was coming to that!” she exclaimed. “I was not worried when he didn’t come home for dinner, because he had done that before when he lost track of time, but when he was not home by bedtime – well, he hadn’t done that before. And when he still wasn’t there in the morning, I went to the police and reported that he was missing. They started investigating, talking to people, and on Monday evening they told me that several witnesses had seen Al and his companion at the station, and that that man, whoever he was, had led Al to a buggy, where this man and the driver had grabbed Al and heaved him in and held him while the carriage drove off. He was kidnapped, Mr. Derringer! In fact, two of the witnesses went to the police themselves, but of course they didn’t know who it was that had been taken, so it took a day or so before they realized it was the professor. And I talked to everyone, trying to make sense of it all, and I couldn’t find out anything, so Tuesday afternoon I wired Betsy to come home and bring you with her, but then I didn’t hear anything back for two weeks.”

    “We were up in the Wasatch Mountains, Mrs. Vanderhart; I’m very sorry we missed your wire. Has there been any demand for a ransom?”

    She shook her head vigorously. “Nothing, Mr. Derringer. There’s been nothing.”

    “The police have made no progress?”

    “None. I thought at first they were just keeping the investigation quiet, but Detective Morris told me that they were at a loss. No one recognized any of the men in the carriage, or at least no one will admit to it. I don’t understand, Mr. Derringer; why would anyone take my Al?”

    “I don’t know, Mrs. Vanderhart.” I hesitated. “Have you considered hiring a private investigator? Even if the police are stumped, I think someone trained in that field might do better than an adventurer such as myself.”

    “I don’t know any investigators! I don’t know whom I can trust! That man came to this house and behaved in a normal and respectable fashion, and then he lured the professor away and abducted him; how could I be sure that a stranger I hire isn’t working for him?”

    “Perhaps the Pinkertons...” I began.

    “I think not!” she exclaimed. “Those blackguards would more likely get my Al killed than bring him home safely! No, he trusted you, Mr. Derringer, so I will do the same.”

    My own opinion of the Pinkerton organization was clearly more favorable than her own, even though I would concede they were hardly paragons of virtue. Still, I did not see any point in arguing. If I was unable to make any headway, I told myself, I could employ the Pinkertons or some other detective agency.

    For the time being, though, I could at least take a look.

    “I’ll do my best, Mrs. Vanderhart,” I said.

    

  
    

    Chapter Two

    

    The Professor’s Abduction

    

    I did not really expect to learn anything at the railroad station; after all, weeks had passed, and the police had surely explored every inch of it long ago. Nonetheless on the Monday after our arrival, I looked it over carefully, accompanied by Detective Eli Morris of the New Brunswick city police. Mrs. Vanderhart had introduced us, and I found the detective a pleasant, if rather humorless, companion. Betsy accompanied us for two reasons; the stated one was that as she knew her father far better than either the detective or myself, she might spot traces we would miss. The more immediate reason was that I knew of no way short of physical violence to prevent her from doing so.

    It was a dreary, overcast day, and Detective Morris said that on the afternoon of the fifteenth, the day that Professor Vanderhart had vanished, the weather had been similar – in fact, it had been raining intermittently.

    The detective was kind enough to explain the entire series of events, as described by the various witnesses. Professor Vanderhart had been standing on the sidewalk under the station’s overhang on Easton Street, staying out of the rain, and talking to a man none of the witnesses recognized, when a black buggy had pulled up beside them. The professor’s companion had reached out and grasped the side of the buggy while the driver jumped down and joined him. The witnesses had described the driver as a virtual giant of a man, well over six feet in height and heavily muscled; he had advanced on the professor, but the professor had backed away, talking quietly – too quietly for anyone to make out what was said.

    Then the two men had each grabbed one of Professor Vanderhart’s arms and had pulled him into the buggy, an act that spoke well of their physical strength, given the professor’s dimensions. They had heaved him aboard, then shoved him down on the seat between them, and while his erstwhile companion held him, the driver had whipped the horses, and the conveyance had rolled away with its three passengers. As he was hauled up into the buggy, Professor Vanderhart had cried out, and two witnesses claimed to have heard his exact words.

    One had reported them to be, “What is this? This is a day you’ll rue!”

    The other had it as, “What is it? Mister, it’s a day you’ll rue!”

    As soon as Detective Morris told us this, Betsy declared, “That can’t be right.”

    Startled, the policeman looked at her. “Why not?” he said.

    “My father wouldn’t say that,” she replied.

    Detective Morris shook his head. “Miss, it’s unusual that we have two listeners agree so closely on the exact words. I assure you, that is what they heard.”

    “Well, they heard wrong,” she insisted. “I doubt my father has ever used the word ‘rue’ in his life.”

    “Perhaps it was a phrase he had recently picked up,” I suggested.

    “It wasn’t.”

    “Betsy, we were gone for months, and your father had traveled halfway around the world to visit that volcanic island; he might have changed.”

    “I don’t believe it,” she said. “They must have misheard him.”

    “Two respectable citizens agreed on the very words, Miss Vanderhart.”

    “But they didn’t,” I said. “Not exactly.”

    “They agreed on ‘a day you’ll rue,’” the detective said. “Neither budged from that under police questioning. We thought it a little melodramatic ourselves and suggested that perhaps he had said, ‘You’ll regret this,’ or some such thing, but both of them, Mrs. Albright and Mr. Ferrillo, insisted on ‘a day you’ll rue.’”

    “Well, leave it for now,” I said, before Betsy could protest further. “What happened once he was in the buggy?”

    “It rolled on around the corner onto Raritan Avenue, and away.” He pointed, and led us in the direction indicated. “We tried to retrace its movements, Mr. Derringer, but one buggy looks much like another – our description had no distinctive details that might have allowed us to track it.”

    “And none of the witnesses thought to pursue it at the time?” Betsy asked.

    “No, I am afraid they did not,” Detective Morris replied. “You must recall, they were all at the station on their own business, it was raining, night was falling, and they had no idea who any of the individuals involved might be. More than one bystander assumed that your father was a criminal being apprehended by the police, though why anyone would think we would use a buggy rather than a proper police wagon I could not tell you.”

    “People often jump to conclusions without considering whether the details support them,” I remarked. “It’s something we adventurers struggle, not always successfully, to avoid.”

    I could see Betsy was suppressing an urge to reply to this. She was obviously not pleased with how her townsfolk had responded to her father’s abduction, and I had the distinct impression she did not entirely believe the detective’s version of events. She clearly found that phrase, “a day you’ll rue,” to be something less than credible, no matter how many witnesses might swear to it.

    And, I suddenly realized, she might be right, though it would be a tremendous coincidence should my new supposition prove correct.

    Or perhaps not a coincidence at all.

    I had gotten a description of the professor’s interlocutor from Mrs. Vanderhart, and another, substantially the same, from Detective Morris, and both could easily fit the man who had accosted me at Broad Street Station in Philadelphia. His size and coloring were not so distinctive that I had made the connection previously, but the professor’s words fit so perfectly that I could not dismiss the similarity further.

    “Detective,” I said, “do you think those witnesses might have heard the professor exclaim, ‘What is this, Mister de la Rue?’”

    Startled, the detective stopped walking and turned to study my face. “What makes you suggest that, Mr. Derringer?”

    “Because yesterday, in Philadelphia, I encountered a man calling himself Leopold de la Rue who offered me a large sum of money to agree to an interview with his employer. I understand that besides Professor Vanderhart, both scientists and adventurers have gone missing of late; perhaps, had I accepted his offer, I would have been one of them. The similarity of his name to the professor’s reported words struck me.”

    “Leopold de la Rue,” Detective Morris said thoughtfully.

    “Do you know the name?” I asked.

    He shook his head. “No, I’m afraid I do not. And officially, I can’t confirm that any adventurers have gone missing. As I’m sure you understand, it’s in the nature of the occupation for adventurers to come and go without warning, so we do not normally investigate such things. Scientists, though – if you’ll agree to keep it under your hat, I’ll tell you that the police have Thomas Edison under guard twenty-four hours a day.”

    I nodded. “Probably a wise precaution,” I said. I glanced at Betsy, who was being uncharacteristically quiet, and found her staring intently at me. Slightly unnerved, I turned back to the detective.

    “Then the New Brunswick police are aware of the disappearances and believe Professor Vanderhart’s abduction to be connected?”

    Mr. Morris hesitated. “‘Believe’ might be too strong,” he said. “We are certainly aware of the possibility, though, and if your guess is right, and this de la Rue is involved – well, that would add a little more evidence to back up the notion. I’ll want to put the word out that we’d like to talk to this fellow. What can you tell me about him?”

    “Little you do not already know. Middling height, sandy hair, a little mustache. Solidly built but not especially stout – certainly not of Professor Vanderhart’s girth. He had the manners of an educated man, not a hoodlum, and spoke with what I believe to be a European accent, though I could not place his nationality.”

    The detective pulled a pad from inside his jacket and noted my observations down. “That does accord with the descriptions we have received,” he acknowledged.

    As he wrote I looked around the street alongside the railway station. “I don’t suppose there were any useful tracks, or other clues, to be found.”

    “Not a one,” Detective Morris said, still writing. “We were fortunate to have so many witnesses! These fellows are audacious, certainly, to carry off Professor Vanderhart with half a dozen people watching. It’s my understanding that nothing of the kind happened in any of the other disappearances, which is one reason we hesitate to say for certain that they’re all the work of a single gang. Why this one should be different, if it’s connected, we can’t say. And for one of the kidnappers to use the same name here and in Philadelphia, if that is what happened, is remarkably careless for a group that has otherwise left no trace.” He finished his note and tucked pen and pad away.

    “A good point,” I acknowledged. Again, I looked at Betsy, who was now staring into the distance and biting her lower lip.

    That was not at all her usual behavior. I concluded that she had, for some reason, resolved to say nothing more in the detective’s presence.

    We had reached the corner of the station, and I looked down the street where the buggy had last been seen. I saw nothing distinctive or useful; it led down a gentle slope to a bridge across the Raritan River.

    “I suppose they could have been headed anywhere on the far side of the river,” I said.

    “Indeed. As far as their destination is concerned, your guess is as good as mine,” Detective Morris replied.

    I did not think that was literally true, since I knew very little of the city’s geography, but I did not argue. “I assume that if they were bound for New York City, this would have been their best route.”

    “Yes, but they would need to get the ferry from Jersey City. That’s better than thirty miles, which would be a great deal to ask of their horse. They could not have reached Manhattan until well into the following day – Sunday the 16th, or even Monday.”

    “Oh, of course.” I started to say something about boarding a train further up the line, but then decided against it. Surely, a professional detective would have already considered these possibilities!

    “Have you made any inquiries along the way?” I asked instead.

    “We have sent notices to every police agency from here to Connecticut,” he replied. “As yet, we have not a single useful response.”

    I nodded, then risked another glance at my companion. Betsy’s face was quite expressionless.

    “Is there anything else you think we should know, Detective?”

    “Can’t think of anything, Mr. Derringer.”

    “Betsy, do you have any questions you’d like to ask?”

    She glared at me. “No,” she said.

    I had no idea what had so upset her, and decided that finding out was more important than further conversation with Detective Morris. “Thank you, Detective,” I said, taking his hand. We shook. “I won’t keep you any longer; I appreciate your generosity in giving us so much of your time.”

    “Oh, it’s nothing, Mr. Derringer. After all, we want to know what’s become of Professor Vanderhart almost as much as you do! I’ll let you know if we know anything about this...Leonard? No, Leopold de la Rue. That’s right, is it?”

    “Exactly right, Detective. Thank you again.” I withdrew my hand, and then turned away, letting Betsy take my arm as we headed back toward her family home.

    Once I was quite sure we were out of earshot of the detective, I asked, “Betsy, what’s the matter? Why didn’t you want to talk to Detective Morris?”

    “I don’t trust him, Tom,” she said. “There’s something about all this that makes me suspicious. Half a dozen people saw my father kidnapped, but did nothing to stop it? No one ever suspected something was wrong with that ‘day you’ll rue’ nonsense? Honestly, Tom, who speaks like that outside cheap melodramas?”

    “I think some people really do, but I take your point – I would expect someone being kidnapped to say something more along the lines of, ‘What are you doing?’ But Detective Morris...”

    “Tom, stop. It’s plain to me that there is some sort of organization at work here. De la Rue and an accomplice kidnapped my father – assuming, of course, we can believe anything the detective told us. Mr. de la Rue tried to intercept you at the station in Philadelphia. There are the other missing scientists and adventurers. This isn’t a coincidence, Tom; this is a conspiracy, and we don’t know who might be involved in it. Might it be that the reason the police have made no progress is that they are being betrayed by their own men? Could Detective Morris be working for the same people who ordered my father’s abduction? It was when I saw that possibility, and could not dismiss it or even think it particularly unlikely, that I stopped taking part in the discussion. When you volunteered Mr. de la Rue’s name – well, I wish you had not. I had already resolved to say as little as possible to avoid giving away anything that might aid our foes, and there you were, happily revealing something that might be important. Tom, we can’t trust anyone until we know what’s happening!”

    I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts before I replied.

    “Betsy,” I said, “you have often told me that I am too trusting, and I must acknowledge that this has sometimes been a very real failing on my part. I have been too trusting, though I like to think I’m improving. However, in this case, I think you have gone too far in the opposite direction. Yes, I believe there is a conspiracy afoot, and we do not know its extent or its purpose. There may indeed be conspirators within the police department. But we cannot treat everyone with nothing but suspicion; we will be unable to accomplish anything if we do not dare speak with the people we meet in the course of our investigation. Should we encounter a member of the conspiracy, we may well learn as much from his questions and falsehoods as he does from our replies.”

    “That may be true, Tom; I can see your reasoning. But I was not prepared to go on chatting with that detective when I realized he might well be working with the conspirators.” She shuddered, then said, “Perhaps next time, now that I know we must be vigilant, I will be able to behave in a more normal manner.”

    I nodded at that. Then I continued casually, “If Detective Morris is indeed a part of the conspiracy, do you think he would have quoted those two witnesses? Surely he would have known that I was to have met Mr. de la Rue in Philadelphia; would he not worry that I might make precisely the connection that I did in fact make?”

    Betsy started to answer, then stopped and considered for a few seconds.

    “I don’t know,” she said at last. “If we are truly determined not to trust anyone, how do we even know there were any witnesses, let alone that they reported what Detective Morris said they did?”

    “But then why would he tell us such a tale?”

    “To make you seek out de la Rue, perhaps. It might be a trap.”

    “The possibility that de la Rue meant to lure me into a trap had already occurred to me.”

    She was silent for a few seconds, then said, “Will you look for him anyway?”

    “We have no other leads at all, so far as I can see, so unless you have a better idea, yes, I will.”

    We walked on for another block and were almost on her family’s doorstep when she said, “I won’t come with you this time.”

    “I think that’s wise,” I said. “I’m sure you are weary of adventuring.”

    “More than that, my mother needs me,” she replied. “And I cannot trust my own reactions when this matter strikes so close to home – you are quite right, I did overreact to my doubts about Detective Morris.”

    I nodded. “But I hope, dear Betsy, that you will serve as my reserve force, should I need one. If I am indeed taken and do not return after a certain time, perhaps a fortnight, I want you to make contact with my mother, and Tobias Arbuthnot, and Mad Bill Snedeker, and anyone else you can think of who might come to my aid. I am not eager to be held captive again, and I have noticed in my study of my father’s journals and other tales of adventurers that those who operate in a group, as my father did in Darien Lord’s band, tend to fare better than those who insist on working alone. I do not yet have an entire band of adventurers supporting me, but I do have you, and you are worth as much as to me as a dozen men.”

    “That’s nonsense,” she said. “But I will do what I can.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Three

    

    Strands of the Web

    

    The man who called himself Leopold de la Rue had not given me his card, or any way to reach him – a fact that began, in the atmosphere of heightened wariness that surrounded our situation, to appear suspicious, though it might well simply have been caused by the hurried circumstances of our encounter. I had, however, given him a way to find me, through Tobias Arbuthnot. I determined to pay my family’s banker a visit at the first opportunity and alert Mr. Arbuthnot to the situation. I had been staying at a small hotel near the Rutgers campus, but after my meeting with Detective Morris I told Mrs. Vanderhart that I did not think I could learn any more in New Brunswick, though I thought I had a possible lead elsewhere. I did not say any more than that; I told her I could not be sure whether there might be unwelcome listeners, and she immediately agreed to press me no further.

    Mother and daughter were both now living in a state of extreme suspicion. Until now I had never seen much resemblance between Betsy and her mother, but this terrible set of circumstances had induced a remarkable similarity of thought. Both were now so concerned with the professor’s fate that their own previous dispute had faded away to almost nothing.

    Accordingly, I had few reservations about leaving Betsy in her family home while I resumed my journey to New York. I was able to make a few purchases before catching my train, at last replacing the hat I had lost in the Utah Territory, so I felt rather more myself when I reached the city. I arrived at my usual accommodation, the Robertson Hotel, without incident, and then, although the afternoon was well advanced, I took a hansom cab to Mr. Arbuthnot’s establishment, hoping to catch him before he left for the day.

    As it happens, I arrived at his Madison Avenue office just as he was packing up for the day, about to head out for his supper. His secretary, after a moment’s hesitation and a display of reluctance, allowed me in. I suppose the reluctance was because my presence meant he could not yet leave for his own evening meal.

    Tobias Arbuthnot looked up at the opening door and stopped dead when he saw me.

    He looked very much as I remembered him, though he had trimmed his narrow beard down to a stub; he was a small man, severely dressed, with his black hair slicked back and his cheeks clean shaven, but I knew his appearance was at odds with his warm personality. After a second’s pause, he exclaimed, “Tom!” as he resumed his motion and stepped toward me, a broad smile upon his narrow face. I think only the briefcase in his hand prevented him from flinging his arms around me in a cordial embrace, or making some other extravagant gesture. “This is a fortunate encounter! I have just this afternoon received a letter for you.”

    “Indeed,” I replied. “From a Mr. de la Rue, perhaps?”

    “Ah, you were expecting it?” The smile dimmed a trifle.

    “Say, rather, I cannot think offhand of anyone else who might write to me in your care, where I suggested exactly that to this de la Rue just three days ago.”

    “Oh, I see. Well, I have it right here, so let me deliver it to you now.” He plucked an envelope from the rack on his desk and proffered it. I accepted it, and glanced at the address – Thomas Derringer, care of Tobias Arbuthnot, Guaranty Trust Company, from Leopold de le Rue, General Delivery, Cape May, New Jersey.

    Cape May? I had rather assumed that if he gave any return address at all, it would be in Philadelphia. I filed that away mentally while I tucked the letter itself into an inside pocket.

    “Thank you,” I said. “I do hope you don’t mind my imposing on you in this fashion.”

    “Mind? Good heavens, no! Not at all. Surely you know that I hold you and your mother and sister in the highest esteem and am happy to assist you in whatever way I can.”

    “I had thought you disapproved of my chosen career.”

    “Oh, I do! I think it a grave mistake to put yourself at risk in a career of adventure when you have no need to do so. But that hardly means that I do not wish you every felicity and all good fortune; indeed, you need it all the more! Given the nature of your employment, to refuse you my aid in even the most trivial matter might prove to have grave consequences indeed.” He hesitated, and then asked, “Is this letter perhaps connected with some new adventurous undertaking?”

    “It may be,” I admitted. “I am not yet entirely certain of its relevance.”

    “Is it what brought you to me, or was there some other business you wished to transact?”

    “I had indeed come to inquire after the letter; I would not have brought any more complex matter here at so late an hour. Well, that, and to let you know that I am in town once more. But pray, do not let me detain you; I’m sure you want your supper.”

    “Oh, I can always spare a little time for you, my boy.”

    I glanced over my shoulder. “I am not sure your secretary feels the same.”

    His gaze followed my own. “Ah,” he said. Then he called, “Mr. Harris, there is no need for you to stay; I will lock up.”

    “As you please, sir,” the secretary replied.

    “Now, Tom...but wait. Have you any dinner plans?”

    I admitted I did not.

    “Then perhaps you might join me at my club – we have recently relocated, and I would be delighted to show you our splendid new home. You can tell me about your adventures out West, and if it is not too delicate a matter perhaps you can explain this letter. In return, I would be happy to review for you the status of your family’s investments, though of course I will not have every detail on hand.”

    “I would be delighted, Mr. Arbuthnot,” I replied.

    “Toby, please.” He transferred his briefcase to his other hand and retrieved a set of keys from his pocket, and we left his office, locking it securely behind us.

    I had not, until this occasion, ever eaten at a gentlemen’s club. Mr. Arbuthnot’s was the University Club, on the avenue just a few blocks to the south, and its building was, as he had said, quite a splendid establishment, only recently acquired. I enjoyed the experience very much, despite the unfortunate circumstances that had brought me there. Over a fine leg of lamb I told him about my journey to California, carefully omitting a good many names and other details, and about the errand I ran in the Utah Territory, again leaving out those portions I thought it unwise to reveal. He fully understood my reasons for circumspection and did not press me to fill in any gaps.

    For his part, as dish followed dish he gave me a quick summary of my family’s holdings, and some information on the current sad state of the national economy. Due to the conservative nature of my family’s investments, we stood in a better position than most, but my profligate spending on my adventures had significantly stressed our finances. For the most part I had blithely ignored this, too involved with my own concerns to really even notice the economic depression that had begun about the same time I set out to find the mystery airship seen in the Arizona skies. I resolved to take these matters more seriously in the future.

    He plunged on into details of Wall Street’s current slump, an unrelenting stream of names and numbers that left my head spinning without really giving me any greater comprehension of the situation than I had had when we first sat down, save perhaps that if I understood correctly, too many people had continued to invest in railroad construction despite a dearth of profitable routes that were not already adequately serviced. Several banks and brokerages were said to be in danger of collapse; there were rumors that even the firm of Grant & Ward, in which General Grant himself and his eldest son were partners, was insolvent, or close to it. Mr. Arbuthnot had thought it prudent to withdraw all his clients’ investments, including my family’s, from any institutions he considered to be even remotely at risk.

    He also explained, in passing, why he had cut his beard back from its former length to its present reduced state – he had managed to set it aflame at a moment when such a distraction was most extraordinarily unwelcome. His recounting of this incident, where every mishap had been followed by even greater disaster, set me laughing so vigorously I could not hold my dessert fork and needed a few minutes to regain my composure.

    And finally, as he settled back with his cigar – I had politely declined the one he had offered me, as I had never cultivated an interest in tobacco – we came to the question of Mr. de la Rue’s letter. I described my encounter on the platform in Philadelphia and explained what Detective Morris had told us of Professor Vanderhart’s abduction.

    “So, this letter is from your mysterious stranger?”

    “And quite possibly Professor Vanderhart’s abductor, yes.”

    “What else do you know of him?”

    “Nothing, as yet.”

    “You haven’t consulted Dr. Pierce? Or Mr. Snedeker?”

    “Not yet; I had intended to start with a visit the Pierce Archives tomorrow. I had not thought to visit Mad Bill any time soon.”

    “Well, the Archives are certainly more likely to be of help, but I would talk to Mr. Snedeker as well; he has been involved with adventurers for more than three decades now, and has a prodigious memory for the names and details he comes across.”

    “Does he?” I asked, startled.

    “Oh, yes. You might think him little more than a buffoon, but that is an appearance he has deliberately assumed, to encourage others to underestimate him. As I once heard the man himself phrase it, he may be mad, but he’s no fool.”

    “I knew he was no fool,” I said. “I have read my father’s journals, after all, and I know that both my father and Mr. Lord held him in high esteem, but I had thought that was more for his quick wits and physical gifts than for any remarkable memory.”

    “He does not advertise it, but I have known him for almost twenty years, and I have seen it.”

    “Thank you for the suggestion, then; I will look into it. But I will begin with the Pierce Archives.”

    “Of course, of course!” He took a puff on his cigar, and I thought that perhaps it was time for me to take my leave. I pushed back my chair.

    “Oh, but Tom!” he exclaimed, almost dropping his cigar. “Surely you aren’t going to leave before you read your letter?”

    “What?”

    “I realize it may contain information you don’t care to share, but won’t you at least open it and see what it says before we part?”

    “I did not want to appear rude by reading it in front of you.” In truth, I had been so caught up in our conversation that I had almost forgotten its presence.

    “Nonsense! Please do read it; for all we know it may have some urgent information to impart regarding Professor Vanderhart’s present circumstances.”

    “I suppose it might, at that.” I reached into my pocket and drew out the envelope, then slit it open with my pen knife.

    The letter within was a single page, written in a clear but inelegant hand.

    “Dear Mr. Derringer,” I read. “My employer has authorized me to explain in somewhat more detail what he hopes to learn from you. While we are not in a position to impose any requirements upon you, we hope you will keep this in the strictest confidence. He would like to learn everything you can tell him of the Reverend Hezekiah McKee’s experiences in the Lost City of the Mirage, and any information you may have on what he brought away from that City. He has no interest in intruding upon your privacy in other matters. You are free to refuse, of course, and need not respond to questions you would prefer not to answer. If you will agree to an interview, at a time and place of your choosing, the offer of fifty dollars in gold as compensation for your time still stands. You may write to me at the address above, or for a more immediate response you may leave a message at the Hotel Brunswick at 225 Fifth Avenue.”

    It was signed, with a rather clumsy flourish, “Leopold de la Rue.”

    I did not quote any of this to my host. Instead, when I had finished reading I looked up from the letter and said, “It would seem that our conspirators are in pursuit of a particular familiar mystery, though they ask me not to reveal which one.”

    “And does this explain their interest in Professor Vanderhart?”

    “It does not. In fact, I begin to doubt whether there is indeed a connection. Perhaps our Mr. de la Rue is a freelance operative who has been hired for two unrelated tasks that are only linked by my coincidental involvement.”

    “Then the professor has no connection with this mystery you do not name?”

    “None that I know of.” A thought struck me. “But he recently took an extended trip to the South Seas; perhaps he encountered something there that interested Mr. de la Rue. Do you know whether anything remarkable has been reported in the Dutch East Indies in the last several months? Besides last year’s volcanic eruption, that is.”

    “I have no idea. I’m afraid I do not keep up with the news of the adventurers’ fraternity, even though I have half a dozen among my clients.”

    “Hmm.” This was something else I would want to ask Dr. Pierce – had the Lost City been seen in the area the professor visited? I had not heard of its manifestation anywhere since its 1880 appearance in the Arizona Territory. I recalled that there had been predictions its next visit might be in the South Pacific, but I was fairly sure that was not expected to occur for some months yet.

    Perhaps there was a connection between Betsy’s father and the Lost City. I wondered whether Mrs. Vanderhart would know. I now had even more questions for Dr. Pierce.

    “Am I to understand that Mr. de la Rue’s anonymous employer seeks an interview?” Mr. Arbuthnot asked.

    “Indeed, he does.”

    “And will you oblige him in this fashion?”

    “It is an interesting thing, Toby, that submitting to questioning can often be a highly educational experience. One learns a great deal from what questions are asked, and how they are phrased. The interviewer’s interests and assumptions are often surprisingly plain.”

    “Then you will.”

    “I think so, yes.”

    “Be careful, Tom. If these people kidnapped Professor Vanderhart, they are dangerous and not to be trusted.”

    “Don’t worry, sir. I know that, and will take every precaution.” With that, I pushed back my chair and rose. “It has been a genuine pleasure to speak with you at such length, Toby – not to mention this magnificent repast you have furnished, or the generosity you have displayed in bringing me to this fine establishment.” I held out my hand. “Thank you, and I hope the next such occasion will not be long in coming.”

    He rose as well, and we shook.

    He turned me over to an attendant who showed me to the door, and I emerged onto Madison Avenue to find the evening well advanced, and the air surprisingly chilly for the second half of April. I turned up my collar and set out for the Robertson Hotel.

    As I walked, I considered what I had learned, and what I should do about it.

    Clearly, I would begin by consulting Dr. Pierce. I would be giving him the details of my adventures in California and the Utah Territory, and in return he would answer my questions. I had thought those questions would be about the missing scientists and adventurers, about Leopold de la Rue, and about Professor Vanderhart, but now I knew I also wanted to learn as much as possible about the Lost City of the Mirage, and about those who were obsessed with it. I knew a few names – Giuseppe Spinelli and Dieter Hammerschlag had studied its movements in some depth and devised theories intended to predict when and where it would reappear, but I knew almost nothing else about them. I had heard that many believed the Barnstable-Gomez model was just as sound as either Spinelli’s or Hammerschlag’s, but I had no idea who Barnstable and Gomez might have been, or whether they still lived.

    In my first visit to the Archives two years before, I had spoken at length with a man named Gerhardt von Düssel who had visited the Lost City in its 1880 appearance. And of course, the late Reverend Hezekiah McKee had obtained the aluminum for his airship there.

    Might Hammerschlag, or Spinelli, or von Düssel be among the missing scientists and adventurers?

    Before I read Mr. de la Rue’s letter I had no idea what steps I might take to locate Professor Vanderhart, but now at least I had more questions to ask.

    I walked through the lobby of the Robertson Hotel completely lost in my own thoughts and went directly to my room and to bed.

    

  
    

    Chapter Four

    

    At the Archives

    

    I awoke bright and early the next morning, undertook my morning ablutions, then donned the best clothes I had with me, and went down to breakfast at the hotel’s restaurant. My original intention had been to be waiting at the door of the Pierce Archives when they opened for the day, but as I ate I reconsidered and resolved to do a little shopping first. I set out for R.H. Macy’s renowned Sixth Avenue establishment.

    It was therefore around ten o’clock when I finally stepped into the Archives carrying a thick notebook, wearing my new derby, and with a fine, freshly purchased fountain pen in my pocket. I looked up and down the length of the extraordinarily long counter that separated the customers from the Archives proper; there were fewer than a dozen people bent over various tomes and documents. I was mildly surprised to see that one was a woman; while I certainly knew that female adventurers existed, since my own mother had been one in her youth, I had not been aware that any had accounts with Dr. Pierce.

    I found a place at an unused blotter not far from the window at the west end, where I perched on the stool, opened my notebook and took out my new pen, and then waited for one of the attendants to notice me.

    A young man of about my own age came up and whispered cheerfully, “Good morning, sir! Do you have a membership?”

    “I do,” I said. “My name is John Thomas Derringer. If he’s not too busy, I would greatly appreciate speaking to Dr. Pierce himself.”

    “I will see if he’s available, Mr. Derringer.”

    “Thank you.”

    The fellow bustled away, and I had scarcely had a chance to glance out at Lafayette Street when Dr. Pierce appeared from somewhere in the maze of shelves and presented himself.

    “Mr. Derringer,” he said. “How may I be of service?”

    “I have several questions, Dr. Pierce. Rather than ask you to stand there bending over the counter for all of them, perhaps there is somewhere we can both sit?”

    “Do not trouble yourself, sir.” He reached back and pulled a stool from somewhere – I did not see exactly where – and seated himself opposite me. “Now, what did you want to know?”

    “Well, as you may be aware, I am newly returned from a trip to the West, and I assume you would be interested in adding an account of my experiences to your Archives.”

    “Indeed, if your activities are of concern to adventurers, I would be very interested. Did you keep a journal, as your father did?”

    I shook my head. “No, I am afraid I did not. I attempted to, but I discovered it to be very difficult to record one’s adventures while they are still happening, and even more difficult to keep such a record secure; after losing one journal in Mexico and one in California, and being unable to replace them promptly, I concluded that it was not practical to keep a contemporary account. I have no idea how my father managed it. I have trained myself in remembering details, though, and I believe I can produce an accurate description of my journeys. I wrote notes for myself on the train East, as well, though those are not in a state I am willing to share, and I will use those in preparing my reports. However, there is a complication – I have promised certain parties that I would not reveal certain information about them. Will this be a problem?”

    Dr. Pierce pursed his lips. “As I am sure you understand, I would prefer an unexpurgated account.”

    “Of course. But would an abridged version still be of interest?”

    “What is it you propose to omit?”

    “The exact location of particular installations and possibly the identities of certain participants.”

    He sighed. “I will take whatever you are willing to provide and credit it to your account.”

    I nodded. “That will be entirely satisfactory. Now, if I might draw on that credit – well, let me start by simply satisfying my own curiosity on a few points. This may actually have some effect on what I can tell you, now that I think about it.”

    “And what would these points be?”

    “Are you aware of a committee based in San Francisco that monitors the activities of adventurers in their area?” I had never heard of the nameless committee until my adventures in California, but they had hired me some six weeks earlier to locate a missing man. I thought that Dr. Pierce might be interested in them, if he was not already familiar with their operations, but I was unsure how much I should reveal.

    “Oh, of course! Messrs. Murray, Holzmann, Dobbs, Cartwright, Clement, and Stanford. They have sometimes hired my customers, and we have on occasion shared informants.”

    I had not been aware that anyone named Stanford was involved and wondered whether this would be the famous Mr. Leland Stanford, but I decided not to mention that. Mr. Murray had told me that there were only five permanent members, but perhaps he had preferred not to involve this Mr. Stanford, or perhaps Dr. Pierce’s sources were in error. “Ah,” I said. “Then I need not be over cautious in discussing the business I had with them.”

    “I should think not. What else?”

    “Have you heard from Teddy Hancock recently?” Teddy Hancock was the adventurer the committee had hired me to find after he went missing in the Utah Territory.

    “Not directly. I am aware he has returned safely from his venture into the Wasatch Mountains.”

    “You knew he was there?”

    “Of course.”

    “Do you know what he was doing there?” He had been investigating reports of living dinosaurs, but the committee had not wanted that known.

    “I have been asked not to share that information.”

    “As have I.”

    “It would be interesting to know whether our stories match.”

    “I would guess they do,” I said, but as it was only a guess, I determined to reveal as little as possible of Teddy’s mission. “But I think that’s enough about my western adventures for now; let us turn to other, more pressing matters. I assume you are aware that several scientists and adventurers have gone missing in recent months?”

    “Indeed. I understand one of them, Professor Aloysius Vanderhart, to be an acquaintance of yours. Is it his abduction that brings you here?”

    “It is,” I said.

    “I will provide what information I can, Mr. Derringer, but let me tell you now that I do not know what has become of him, nor of any of the others, and neither do I know with any degree of certainty what the connections among the missing might be.”

    “But you know who they are? The missing scientists, I mean?”

    “I have a list of eleven scientists, though I believe it to be far from complete. I am unable to give as precise a count of missing adventurers, for obvious reasons, but there are at least three whose departures were under suspicious circumstances.”

    “Does your list include Giuseppe Spinelli or Dieter Hammerschlag?”

    “I see you may know more about this than I had expected. Dr. Spinelli has indeed vanished. But at last report, Professor Hammerschlag was still safe in Munich.”

    “Are any of the others known to have some association with the Lost City of the Mirage?”

    “I would say that Mr. Aubrey Elliot fits that description, yes. He visited the City in North Africa in 1873, in pursuit of evidence for his theories on electrical fields. And one of the missing adventurers is Peter Kirk, the only man to visit the City twice. At the age of eighty-one he is long since retired from adventuring, of course, which is why his disappearance is considered highly suspicious.”

    I quickly recorded those names in my notebook. “And the rest of the scientists?” I asked.

    “Most of them are known for their work with electricity; Dr. Spinelli and Professor Vanderhart are the exceptions. None of them are known to have visited the City, and I am not aware of any less direct connections.” He frowned. “To be honest, Mr. Derringer, I am not sure whether Professor Vanderhart’s abduction is part of the same phenomenon that has resulted in the other disappearances. He had not made any discoveries concerning electricity; his areas of interest primarily had to do with gases under pressure and simple mechanics. He had no association with the Lost City that I am aware of. All the others had some connection with either electricity or the City. He is very much the odd man out and the reason I say I do not know what connections there might be among the missing.”

    That was interesting. He was also the only one who was known, beyond question, to have been forcibly abducted. Perhaps his kidnapping was mere coincidence and not part of some great conspiracy – but if so, that made it all the more baffling! Why would anyone want poor Professor Vanderhart?

    And de la Rue’s letter made it clear that his employer was very interested in the Lost City, even if that did not explain why he would want the professor. Perhaps there was some connection after all, just not one as obvious as the others.

    “Then there is no news of the Lost City appearing in the South Seas while Professor Vanderhart was visiting that region? I understood one prediction had said it might manifest there.”

    “The Barnstable-Gomez hypothesis does predict that, but even should their calculations prove correct it is not due for several months yet, and I have not heard any news to suggest it has appeared there.”

    Well, that was fairly conclusive; such news certainly would reach Dr. Pierce if it were generally known. “What of Gerhardt von Düssel?” I asked. “Is he among the missing adventurers?”

    “I have not heard from him recently, but I am not aware that he has been reported missing.”

    I decided it was time to move on, and to approach the issue from another angle. “Have you ever heard of a man named Leopold de la Rue?” I asked.

    “Of course,” Dr. Pierce replied. “He is a regular customer of mine. Would you like to arrange a meeting?”

    I blinked. I realized, though, that I should not have been surprised; if de la Rue’s employer was interested in the Lost City of the Mirage, of course he would have consulted the Pierce Archives, either directly or through a proxy. It was perhaps the greatest depository of information on the subject in the world.

    “I have met him,” I said, “just a few days ago. Indeed, I have a letter from him in my pocket. I know almost nothing about him, though.”

    Dr. Pierce nodded. “He may well be in this afternoon, should you care to speak with him.”

    “I think not just yet,” I said. “What can you tell me about him, without breaching any confidences? Is he an adventurer?”

    “I do not believe he is, though he certainly takes an interest in the adventurer’s trade. He seems to be acting as a professional researcher for his employer – a Frenchman by the name of Sebastien Boireau. Monsieur Boireau purchased a membership in, oh, 1871, I think it was, just after the great Franco-Prussian War. He used it sporadically himself for some time – I had the impression he was not in New York very often – but about six years ago he asked me to transfer it to Mr. de la Rue, who has been coming in frequently ever since.”

    “May I ask how he paid for his membership?”

    “By monthly bank drafts, drawn on the Marine National Bank of New York.”

    That was rather more specific than I had expected or desired. “I meant, did he offer any information in exchange for your services?”

    “No, he did not. As I said, I do not believe Mr. de la Rue to be an adventurer, and the same applies to Monsieur Boireau. I think you may not realize, Mr. Derringer, how unusual you are in receiving a membership by barter, rather than by paying cash.”

    In fact, I had not realized it was at all out of the ordinary; I had assumed it to be the norm. When I took a moment to think about it, though, I realized that Dr. Pierce could hardly have afforded to maintain and operate his archives without customers who paid in dollars, rather than stories of adventure. “I see,” I said. I hesitated. “I hope I am not overstepping the bounds of propriety, but can you tell me whether Mr. de la Rue’s interests are primarily concerned with the history of the Lost City?”

    “As he has made no attempt to disguise his interests, nor requested confidentiality, I think I am free to say that the Lost City is almost the only subject of his inquiries, and of Monsieur Boireau’s before him. Why do you ask? Do you think that Mr. de la Rue may be at risk of disappearing?”

    “On the contrary, I fear he may be among those responsible for the disappearances.”

    “Oh, dear.” He sighed. “How sound is your basis for this suspicion?”

    I hesitated. I remembered Betsy’s insistence that we could not trust anyone, but surely that did not extend to Dr. John Pierce. Still, I did not want to spread any rumors.

    And I did wonder why, if my suspicions were correct, no one else appeared to be investigating Mr. de la Rue in connection with the missing scientists. Was it because I had stumbled across the link to Professor Vanderhart’s abduction when no one else had? Or was there some exculpatory evidence I had missed?

    “That’s hard to say,” I answered. “It’s entirely possible someone is deliberately misleading me, or that the apparent connection is merely a bizarre coincidence.” It would be a most remarkable coincidence indeed, given the match of appearance and the recurring name.

    “I would be interested in anything more you can tell me, of course.”

    “Of course, but at present I am not ready to say any more.”

    “In the interest of the safety of my clients, I hope you will forgive me if I mention your suspicion should the subject arise. I will not cite you as my source, naturally.”

    I frowned. I did not want to spread any baseless rumors, but my concerns about Mr. de la Rue were not baseless, and such a warning might prevent an abduction. “I will trust your discretion,” I said.

    “Thank you. Was there anything else?”

    I gave the matter some thought and asked a few further questions of little consequence. I ascertained that the Leopold de le Rue who was a regular customer of the Archives matched precisely the description of the man who had approached me in Philadelphia, right down to having recently acquired a Homburg hat of which he was quite fond, as well as the description of the professor’s abductor. I also learned that there was no recent news of the Lost City – none, really, since its appearance outside Flagstaff in 1880. Nothing new had been learned about its nature, its origins, or when and where it might next manifest itself.

    Shortly before noon I could think of nothing more to ask; I closed my notebook and rose.

    As I was leaving the building after I had bid Dr. Pierce farewell it occurred to me that perhaps I should have asked whether anything unusual was known to be happening in the vicinity of Cape May, since de la Rue had given that as his address, but I decided that it was not worth going back upstairs to make such an inquiry.

    

  
    

    Chapter Five

    

    My Interview with Monsieur Boireau

    

    I surprised Mad Bill Snedeker with a lunchtime visit to his Perry Street saloon, Snedeker’s Tavern & Billiard Emporium, where he greeted me with astonishing enthusiasm. It seemed he had not heard of my return to eastern climes, so my sudden unheralded appearance was completely unexpected. His employee, Mr. Dobbs, was left to deal with the lunchtime crowd – if eight or nine scruffy workmen can be said to constitute a crowd – while Mr. Snedeker and I retreated to the room behind the tavern.

    I wondered idly whether this Mr. Dobbs was related in any way to Mr. Dobbs of Sacramento, who was one member of the committee that had hired me to find a lost adventurer in the Utah Territory. Dr. Pierce’s list of the committee’s members had reminded me of the similarity of names. I suspected that this New York Dobbs was not related to the man in California, or at least not closely enough to matter, but it was a mildly interesting coincidence, all the same.

    When we had settled down at the table and the harried Mr. Dobbs had provided us with beer and sandwiches, Mad Bill opened the conversation with a direct question: “So, boy, have you come to your senses and had enough of adventuring, then?”

    I smiled ruefully. “No, Uncle Bill, I’m afraid not. In fact, I’ve come to you in part to see if you have any information that might be of use in my current adventure.”

    “You’re on one right now? Damn it, Tom! Haven’t you just got back from one, and you’ve already started another?”

    “I’m afraid so. A friend’s father has been abducted, and I have promised to do what I can to bring him home safely.”

    “Abducted? Then at least you have a bloody good reason this time! Tell me what’s happened.”

    I recounted the story Detective Morris had told us and explained my deduction that Leopold de la Rue was responsible for Professor Vanderhart’s kidnapping.

    “Would you, perhaps, know Mr. de la Rue? Dr. Pierce tells me he has been a regular at the Archives for some years now.”

    “De la Rue?” Mad Bill said, stroking his generous beard thoughtfully. “I don’t think I do. The name doesn’t ring any bells. Of course, I might have met him under another name.”

    I had not considered that. I frowned, and asked, “What about his employer, a Frenchman by the name of Sebastien Boireau?”

    “Sebastien Boireau? Sure, I know him! Or at least, I know who he is; I haven’t met him. He’s been hiring adventurers for the last few years, for this and that, so his name’s come up in here a few times.”

    This news was a pleasant surprise. “Has it? Who has he hired, and for what?”

    “Well, he paid Little Alvin – that’s Alvin Hennessy, from Virginia – to fetch him back some mystical thingamajig from Tibet, but I don’t think Alvin ever found it. In fact, last I heard, Alvin hadn’t ever come back, and his partner Big Roscoe Doolittle was pretty upset about it.”

    “Who else?”

    “Let’s see – he sent Janie Pederson to talk some Russian scientist into...well, something, anyway, Janie wouldn’t give any details. She got whatever it was she was after, but she didn’t like the way Boireau treated her. And there were the Bianchi brothers; they just disappeared last year, and Enzio’s wife came in here wanting to know whether I’d heard anything from them and whether I knew anything about this Boireau.”

    That was a rather high percentage of former employees who had not come back, even for adventurers, and Miss Pederson’s reported attitude was not encouraging. “He does not sound like a pleasant fellow,” I ventured.

    “I’d say that’s putting it mildly. My understanding is that he’s one of these grand gentlemen so set on helping mankind that he doesn’t have any time for people.”

    “But does he mean to help mankind?”

    “So he says – or so I’m told; as I said, I’ve never met him.”

    “He’s not simply trying to make a fortune for himself?”

    “Oh, he has a damn fortune! I don’t know the details, but he seems to be rolling in it. Family money, I think. That’s one reason people who ought to know better keep working for him – he pays well. And he actually pays what he says he will, he doesn’t make empty promises, which is more than I can say for some employers.”

    That meant he probably wasn’t holding anyone for ransom, then – unless his apparent wealth was a fraud of some sort.

    “Would you know just how he intends to benefit humanity?”

    Mad Bill shook his head. “I’ve no idea. I haven’t met him, remember.”

    I considered this, remembering that Dr. Pierce had told me that Monsieur Boireau was very interested in the Lost City of the Mirage. Did he have some scheme to use the Lost City’s secrets for some great purpose? Was he abducting scientists to aid in this mysterious endeavor?

    That did fit together – but why was it necessary to abduct anyone, rather than just hiring them? Why had he not made his plans public?

    The simplest way to pursue an answer, of course, would be to simply ask him. Accordingly, when Mad Bill and I had finished our meal and spent an additional half-hour in happy conversation, I turned my footsteps toward the Hotel Brunswick.

    I had planned to leave a message at the front desk, as Mr. de la Rue had suggested, but that proved unnecessary, as the gentleman himself was picking up a newspaper there as I entered the lobby. I cannot say which of us recognized the other first; it was as close to simultaneous as one could ask.

    “Mr. Derringer!” he called, as he tucked the paper under his arm and strode toward me. “What a pleasure to see you again!”

    “Mr. de la Rue,” I replied. “I have come to take your employer up on his offer.”

    “Excellent!” He held out his hand, and I shook it, albeit a trifle reluctantly. “When can you be available for an interview?”

    “My schedule is quite open, at present, and I would be happy to meet with him at his earliest convenience.”

    “And where would you like to meet?”

    I gestured toward two nearby chairs. “Why not here?”

    De la Rue’s smile vanished. “No, I’m afraid we must insist on somewhere private. My employer has enemies and does not like to appear in public places.”

    “Well, where would suit him, then?”

    “He maintains an office on Hudson Street; would that be convenient?”

    I did not know where Hudson Street was, as I was not really very familiar with the city as yet, but I was sure I could find it. “And when can we meet? This evening, perhaps?”

    “I’m afraid he is not in the city at the moment, but he can be here by tomorrow afternoon – shall we say two o’clock?”

    “I think that would be acceptable.”

    “Excellent!” He pulled out a pen and a small notebook. “Let me write down the address.”

    He did so, and handed me the slip of paper. I glanced at it, then tucked it in my pocket. “Until tomorrow, then,” I said, tipping my hat.

    With that we took our leave of one another. I do not know where Mr. de la Rue went; I considered the possibility of following him surreptitiously, but under the circumstances, where he was watching me depart, I did not see a practical way to attempt it. When I left the Brunswick he was standing in the lobby, looking through the newspaper he had just acquired.

    For myself, I had no shortage of things to do in New York that had nothing to do with my current investigation. I visited a few shops, stopped in at the headquarters of the Order of Theseus to take the next steps toward formally joining that organization, got supper at a pleasant little restaurant, and finally returned to the Robertson Hotel, where I wrote brief letters to Betsy and to my mother before retiring.

    I did not go into any great detail about my findings; I wrote mostly to let them know I was still well.

    And on the morrow I returned first to the Pierce Archives to refresh my memory on matters pertaining to the missing scientists and the Lost City – since I had already met with Mr. de la Rue I did not bother to make any inquiries about Cape May. From there I made my way to Mad Bill’s tavern for lunch, before engaging a hansom to take me to Hudson Street, which was, unsurprisingly, on the west side of the island, only a few blocks from the Hudson River, and of considerable length, so much so that I was mildly surprised I had not known of it. The address I had been given proved to be a small office building, well downtown, and the meeting was to take place in Room Four. I arrived at half past one, give or take, and rather than hurry in I decided to scout out the area, and see if I could spot Monsieur Boireau’s arrival.

    I was lounging in a doorway across the street, trying to appear a mere idler, when a formidable fellow in a black coat strode up to the building across the street, stopped at the front door, and looked attentively up and down the street.

    Was this Monsieur Boireau? I did not reveal myself yet.

    Then another large man in a black coat, this one with a beard halfway down his chest, approached from the other direction; he nodded to the first and took up a position beside him. They continued to keep a watchful eye on their surroundings, paying particular attention to male pedestrians; they both glanced in my direction, exchanged a few words, and then apparently dismissed me – though every so often their gaze would return to me briefly.

    I took out my new pocket watch, which I had bought the day before and set that morning, and noted that there were still ten minutes to go until the appointed hour.

    Finally, three men came marching down the sidewalk from the north, two more of the large, muscular sort flanking a much smaller but better-dressed individual. All five of these people gathered for a brief colloquy at the door of the building, and then went inside, the smaller man surrounded by the other four.

    You have probably made the same guess I did – that the four large men were bodyguards, and the smaller fellow was Monsieur Boireau. This was, in fact, the case, or nearly so – I later learned that three were bodyguards and the fourth Monsieur Boireau’s secretary, who may well have doubled for another bodyguard.

    As they were entering the building one of them paused and looked back at me. He stared at me for a few seconds, and then followed his companions.

    I supposed I had been spotted; well, I saw no real harm in that. I straightened up, adjusted my hat, and crossed the street.

    Room Four was upstairs, alongside the staircase; I found it easily enough. I would have found it readily, I think, even without the bodyguard standing by the door, but his presence made it even simpler.

    As I approached he said, “Mr. Derringer?”

    “I’m Tom Derringer,” I acknowledged.

    “Monsieur Boireau is expecting you.” He opened the door, and stepped aside.

    I entered the room cautiously, unsure what to expect. What I found was Monsieur Boireau seated behind a desk, a bodyguard on either side, while the last of his four companions was sitting in a chair by the window. The walls were lined with bookshelves and file cabinets, and in general it looked very much like any other office. There were three other chairs available; I started toward the armchair nearest the desk, then looked inquiringly at my host.

    “Please, Mr. Derringer, make yourself comfortable,” he said, gesturing at the chair. He spoke with only a slight French accent. Long ago, one of my tutors had tried to teach me to distinguish one French accent from another; I had never mastered that particular skill. I seem to lack the ear for it. If I had been forced to guess, though, I would have said he was from Paris, or somewhere near it, or at any rate not one of the more distinctive outlying regions.

    I noticed that he did not offer his hand.

    I removed my hat and settled myself. “Mr. Boireau, I presume?”

    “I am Sebastien Boireau,” he said. Then he glanced at the man by the window, who nodded.

    “You offered to pay me for a few hours of my time,” I said. “I am here to take you up on that.”

    “Indeed.” He reached inside his jacket and brought out a purse, then counted out five gold eagles, which he set upon the desk.

    I did not reach for them, since I had not yet earned them. “Ask your questions then, M’sieu.”

    He winced at my pronunciation, and I decided not to attempt any further French. I could read the language, at least to some extent, but my ability to speak it was much more limited.

    “Are you armed?” he asked.

    I was not, having deliberately left my pistol at my hotel, and said so, adding, “I had thought this was to be a friendly conversation.” I looked meaningfully at his bodyguards.

    He raised one hand and waved, and the two behind the desk marched out of the room, closing the door behind them. The man by the window remained. I looked at him.

    “Mr. Cathcart is my aide,” Monsieur Boireau said. “My secretary.”

    “I see. Will Mr. de la Rue be joining us?”

    “No, I’m afraid he is attending to other duties at present.

    I nodded. “Then ask me whatever questions you have.”

    He nodded. “Then let us go to it. Have you, Mr. Derringer, ever seen the Lost City of the Mirage?”

    “Only in drawings and photographs.”

    “You have not, personally, been near it?”

    “I have not.”

    “You had dealings with a man named Hezekiah McKee?”

    “I did, yes.”

    “Could you tell me about that? In as much detail as possible, please.”

    I did not take him literally, but I began, “I read reports of a mysterious object having been seen in the skies above the Arizona Territory, and that caught my interest. It seemed to me that the only way to properly investigate a flying object would be aboard a flying machine of my own, so I began making inquiries...”

    He listened intently and did not interrupt as I described my purchase of the Vanderhart Aeronavigator, my flight south from Flagstaff, my long pursuit of Reverend McKee’s aluminum airship, and the events that followed upon finally locating it.

    That took perhaps an hour; after all, he had asked for as much detail as possible. I did not actually oblige him in this, however; I was careful to make as little mention of Miss Vanderhart as I could. I did not mention that it had been she who piloted the Aeronavigator, she who improvised the breathing apparatus we used to get aboard McKee’s vessel, and she who actually shot McKee. I did not want him to decide that abducting her might be a good idea.

    When I had finished with our return to New York, there was a moment of silence; he sat back in his chair, fingers steepled before his chin. Then he sat up again, and asked, “And what did Reverend McKee or any of his crewmen tell you about this metal he had taken from the Lost City? Did they say how it had been used in the City?”

    This was not quite the line of questioning I had expected, and I struggled to recall whatever I might have heard.

    “I think I was told that it had been used for lampposts, fences, and railings, but I cannot promise my memory is correct.”

    “Lampposts – what of wire?”

    “I do not recall any mention of wire. I’m not even sure aluminum wire is possible.”

    “And can you be sure this metal was, in fact, aluminum, and not something more exotic?”

    I blinked in surprise. “I have not heard anyone question it before,” I said. “I am not sure I heard anyone say definitively that it was aluminum, but it certainly matched every description of aluminum I have encountered, and when I spoke to McKee’s crewmen about its possible value, no one suggested that it was anything other than aluminum. At least two other well-educated people I spoke with, one of them a trained engineer, believed it to be aluminum.”

    “Hmm.” Monsieur Boireau frowned, and asked, “Did Reverend McKee’s vessel display any unusual electrical equipment?”

    “There were Edison lamps in use throughout.”

    “Could you determine whether they were in any way out of the ordinary?”

    “Other than being Edison lamps in the wilds of southern Mexico?”

    “Yes. Were they in aluminum cases, perhaps?”

    “I am not intimately familiar with Edison lamps, sir, but I saw nothing remarkable about these. I saw no aluminum cases or other aluminum elements; aluminum had been used to build the airship’s frame, and for some of the decks and bulkheads, but nowhere else that I observed.”

    “Aluminum aside for the present, there were no unusual navigational instruments, or signaling devices?”

    “Not that I noticed, but I was never permitted access to the ship’s controls, and I possess no particular expertise in navigation equipment.”

    “You didn’t explore the wreckage after you brought it down?”

    “I did not. We made our way directly to Belize Town.”

    “Has anyone else investigated the downed vessel?”

    “Not to my certain knowledge, but I would guess someone has.”

    “Can you provide me with its exact location?”

    “Exact? I am afraid not. Approximate, yes, but I had neither map nor compass; we took our bearings from the sun in making our way south.”

    He pursed his lips. “I will want you to give me your best guess. For now, though, I have more questions.”

    And he continued, for quite some time.

    

  
    

    Chapter Six

    

    My Search Begins

    

    In time, Monsieur Boireau’s questions came to an end. He shook my hand, paid me the promised fee, and dismissed me.

    I had expected to be asked for every detail I might have of Hezekiah McKee’s visit to the Lost City, and of course, I did not have many – what little I knew had come from one long-ago conversation with Gerhardt von Düssel. McKee himself had told me nothing during our brief confrontation, nor had the subject come up in any other discussions during my stay aboard his airship. I had supposed that Monsieur Boireau’s primary interest would be in determining how he might locate the Lost City, and what he might hope to find there, but instead he had been focused entirely on what McKee had brought out of the City, and what had become of it. He seemed to think it highly probable that McKee had scavenged electrical devices from the mysterious ruins and had used these devices aboard his airship. He seemed quite disappointed that I knew of nothing McKee might have retrieved other than the massive quantities of aluminum he had used to construct the Skymaster.

    He had had no questions at all about the City itself, but only about the aluminum and any electrical devices I might have seen or inferred aboard McKee’s airship. Since I had not, in fact, seen anything out of the ordinary, I think the interview had been frustrating for him, but he had remained polite throughout and had not voiced any displeasure at my answers.

    With the assistance of a map he drew from a drawer of his desk I had provided him with my best guess as to just where McKee’s Skymaster had gone down, and he had considered that thoughtfully before resuming his questions.

    As I had said to Tobias Arbuthnot, one sometimes learns more from being questioned than one reveals. I was beginning to make sense of the connections among the missing scientists and adventurers – assuming, of course, that Monsieur Boireau was in fact involved in them, as I was now more certain than ever was the case. It seemed to me that he was not only obsessed with the Lost City of the Mirage, but that he believed many of the mysterious artifacts that had been seen there to be electrical devices of one sort or another. He clearly wanted to obtain some of these devices, or perhaps duplicate them based on the descriptions, photographs, and fragments that various explorers had brought back from the City. He had, I theorized, recruited these men to aid him in his efforts.

    But why had they not been sent safely home again after they were questioned? Where were they now? He had not tried to take me captive, nor to kill me; I was free and walking up Hudson Street. His various guards had made no attempt to impede my departure.

    I glanced back at the guards, still lounging by the door. They did not seem to be paying me any particular attention.

    Perhaps Monsieur Boireau did not consider me to be of any further use after today’s conversation.

    Or perhaps his men would come after me later; after all, Mrs. Vanderhart’s account had said that her husband and Mr. de la Rue had spoken for some time, on apparently friendly terms, and that the kidnapping had only occurred afterward. That was a worrisome possibility. I wondered if perhaps it would be unwise to return to the Robertson Hotel. I tried to remember whether I had ever said where I was staying to either de la Rue or Boireau; I did not think I had, but was not absolutely certain. And of course, I had not deliberately kept it secret from others I had spoken with, such as Tobias Arbuthnot or Mad Bill; I had almost certainly mentioned it to Toby.

    I had been planning to stay in New York for another few days, but I began to reconsider. I knew I might be giving in to irrational suspicion, but an excess of caution would do me no harm.

    I did return to the Robertson, but only long enough to pack my things, check out of my room, and settle my bill. I then proceeded to the station to catch a train out of the city.

    The question, of course, was where I was to go. I had considered that as I packed, and as I walked. If I was indeed to be a target of the kidnapper, whether it was Boireau, de la Rue, or someone else, I did not want to go anywhere he would expect to find me, nor anywhere that my friends or other innocents might be endangered. I certainly was not going home; my mother had always been careful to keep its location, if not actually secret, at least not widely known, and leading pursuers there would be a very bad idea. Nor would I return to New Brunswick, where my presence might endanger Betsy and her family.

    Furthermore, I wanted to continue my investigation, and a certain detail had been troubling me intermittently since I first read Mr. de la Rue’s letter in Tobias Arbuthnot’s office. He had given his address as General Delivery, Cape May, New Jersey.

    What was he doing in Cape May? Was he hiding the various missing men somewhere in that vicinity?

    Accordingly, after I left the Robertson Hotel I boarded a Philadelphia & Reading train for Camden, where I could change for Cape May.

    I took my supper in Camden and arrived in Cape May quite late in the evening; fortunately it was early enough in the year that I had no trouble getting a room at the Hotel Chalfonte, on Howard Street – an absolutely lovely place built in a fine southern style. In the summer I have no doubt the place would have been jammed with happy families enjoying seaside vacations, with no room for a late arrival, but the weather had not yet warmed enough to make the Atlantic beaches attractive. In fact, a cold wind was blowing, and clouds overhead threatened rain.

    I slept well and ate a fine breakfast at my hotel. When I had finished I asked at the front desk for directions to the post office, which proved to be just half a dozen blocks away. Had the weather been better, it would probably have been a delightful stroll, but the threatened rain had arrived in the night and was miserably steady. Nor had the temperature risen appreciably. I kept my collar up and my coat pulled tight while I hurried through the rain-swept streets.

    At the post office, which fortunately was not busy, I explained my quest, at least in part; I said I was looking for Leopold de la Rue, and I knew he lived in Cape May, but had no street address for him.

    “I’m afraid it’s not our business to keep track of our general delivery customers,” the clerk replied.

    “Do you know him, though?” I asked.

    “I wouldn’t go that far. I would suppose I’ve met him a time or two.”

    “Does Cape May have home delivery? I would have thought it was of a size to provide it.”

    He was visibly offended. “Of course we do! But only in town; we don’t try to find every fisherman and hermit north of the harbor. They come into town for their mail.”

    “I wouldn’t have thought Mr. de la Rue to be a fisherman or a hermit.”

    “I didn’t say he was. Some people just prefer to come here to fetch their mail.”

    “So you don’t have any idea where I might find him?”

    “No, sir, I do not.”

    While that was hardly the answer I had hoped for, it was all I could have reasonably expected. “Well, thank you for your time, sir,” I said, tipping my hat. “I wish you a good day.”

    I left the post office and stood for a moment on the street corner at the intersection of Washington and Franklin, huddling against the rain and trying to decide on my next move. The weather was quite discouraging; I had thought I might do some exploring, perhaps make some inquiries at the various hotels and eating establishments, but that prospect was far from appealing.

    About all I knew was that de la Rue lived somewhere near enough to get his mail here, but probably not in Cape May proper. He surely would not bother coming here if Atlantic City was closer, but that still left a good bit of territory to consider.

    This assumed that he actually had a permanent lodging in the area and did not move from place to place.

    How did Sebastien Boireau fit into this? Mr. de la Rue worked for him, and Boireau had not been in New York City on Wednesday; might he have been somewhere in the wilds of southern New Jersey?

    I really had no solid evidence of that; it might be that de la Rue came here on his own business, while Boireau could have been upstate, or in Connecticut or Pennsylvania, or some other part of New Jersey entirely.

    It was frustrating. I decided to return to my hotel and consider the situation somewhere dry.

    Since I had little else productive to occupy my time, I wired my mother and Miss Vanderhart to assure them I was alive and well and that I might be making some progress in my investigation. After that I retired to one of the hotel lounges with the day’s newspapers.

    There were no reports of further disappearances, nor had any of the missing been located – at least, not that had been reported in the popular press.

    When I could no longer force myself to read any further I returned to the hotel lobby, where I took a seat near the windows and gazed resentfully out at the rain, trying to devise a useful course of action.

    “Not exactly a good day for a stroll on the beach, is it?” someone asked. I looked up to find a stranger standing at my shoulder.

    “No, it certainly is not,” I agreed.

    “Seems as if it might be letting up,”

    “I hope it does.”

    “Of course, it’s still pretty cold.”

    “Well, maybe if the sun comes out, that will improve.”

    “Maybe.” He looked down at me and held out a hand. “I’m George Moss. I work in real estate here in town.”

    “Tom Derringer,” I said, shaking his hand. “Just visiting.”

    “Haven’t noticed you around; have you been in town long?”

    “No, I only got in last night.”

    “Staying long?”

    “I don’t really know. I was looking for someone, but it seems the address I had was wrong – or rather, doesn’t exist.”

    “Oh, now that’s awkward! Who were you looking for?”

    “A Mr. Leopold de la Rue.”

    Mr. Moss considered that for a moment, then shook his head. “Don’t believe I know him. Who is he?”

    “An acquaintance of my father-in-law’s,” I said, hoping Betsy would forgive me for implying a relationship that I hoped to have one day, but that did not, as yet, exist. “I’m supposed to arrange a meeting.”

    “Well, who is this de la Rue? A lawyer?”

    “No, I...I don’t really know. I think he might be involved in some sort of scientific research.”

    Mr. Moss frowned. “Not a lot of that going on around here! Unless that’s what those people are doing out on Wildwood Island.”

    I blinked. “I’m sorry?”

    He looked around, found a chair, pulled it over near my own, and sat down. “Wildwood Island. It’s a... well, really, it’s not much more than a big sandbar with some marshy bits, just to the northeast. Virtually uninhabited. And then a little over a year ago someone started buying it up, and chasing off the few people who had been living there. Which was a good thing for me, because some of them came looking for new homes. I did mention I was in real estate?”

    “You did, yes. If you’ll forgive me for my bluntness, is that why you’re chatting up strangers in hotel lobbies?”

    He smiled, clearly not taking offense. “Clever lad! It is precisely why. You’d be surprised how many of our visitors decide they would like a more permanent foothold here on the Cape.”

    “I’m afraid you’re wasting your time with me, then.”

    “Ah, but look around – do you see any better prospects?” A wave of his arm took in the entirety of the lobby, which was indeed very sparsely inhabited. “And weather like this is hardly going to encourage sales, in any case.”

    “Well, I certainly don’t mind the company,” I said. “Now, what was this you were saying about this Wide Wood Island?”

    “Wildwood,” he corrected me. “Yes, some Frenchman bought up the whole island last year. His name wasn’t de la Rue, I don’t remember it exactly, but that name being French it brought him to mind, and for all I know he wanted it so he could research the local shellfish or something.”

    I felt a growing excitement. “Could his name have been Boireau, perhaps?

    “No, I don’t think that was it, either – though I might have heard that name somewhere. How’s it spelled? These French names...”

    I spelled it.

    “Boyrio?”

    “Boireau,” I corrected – not that my own pronunciation would have passed muster in Paris.

    “Well, that wasn’t the buyer’s name, though I might have heard this Bwarro mentioned.” He shook his head. “Or maybe I’m just imagining it. Who’s this Bwarro, then?” He pronounced the name to rhyme with “barrow,” but I saw no point in correcting him.

    “I am given to understand that Mr. de la Rue, the man I’m looking for, works for him.”

    “I suppose there just might be some connection, then.”

    “There might, at that.” I would, I decided, take a look at Wildwood Island at the first opportunity.

    But that was not going to be that morning, in the rain. “I take it you try to do what you can to promote the local enterprises?”

    “I do, yes. Was there something I could help you with?”

    “I was wondering about where the best luncheon might be found. And is there anything you would particularly recommend I see while I’m here?”

    That was enough to launch a lengthy description of the wonders of Cape May, from restaurants to candy shops and artists’ ateliers, with much commentary on how splendidly it had recovered and rebuilt after the disastrous fire that had laid waste to most of the city five or six years ago. Everything, I was assured, was now thoroughly modern and up to date.

    I listened, though not very attentively. I was far more interested in learning who had bought up this mysterious island to the north than I was in the delights of Cape May itself, and I was intensely curious as to how he might be related (if at all) to Monsieur Boireau and Mr. de la Rue. I intended to find out.

    But not, I thought as I glanced out the window, until the rain stopped.

    

  
    

    Chapter Seven

    

    An Astonishing Discovery

    

    To my pleased surprise, the clouds broke and the sun emerged shortly after midday. After bidding Mr. Moss farewell, I had discussed Wildwood Island with the desk clerk.

    He seemed unable imagine why anyone would want to go there. “I assure you, Mr. Derringer, you’ll find much nicer beaches right here in town,” he said. “And if you’re following in Mr. Audubon’s footsteps and looking for birds, I don’t think you’ll find any on Wildwood that you won’t see in more accessible places.”

    “Is the island difficult to reach, then?”

    “Well, yes, sir – it’s an island. There are no bridges or ferries, and it’s separated from the mainland by a string of lakes and lagoons, and about a mile of marshland. To the best of my knowledge, it doesn’t have a proper landing anywhere. That’s why no one lives there.”

    “I had heard that there were a few residents.”

    “Well, there were a few, but the new owner chased them away last year. I don’t think a living soul has set foot there in months.”

    Meeting Mr. Moss had initially seemed a stroke of good fortune, but now I was beginning to wonder whether it had been fortunate after all. Any investigation of Wildwood Island might prove to be a wild goose chase.

    But on the other hand – where better to hide a dozen kidnapped scientists than on a desert island off the New Jersey coast?

    I had not, until that very day, realized there were desert islands off the New Jersey coast. I wondered how long it would be before the growing demand for living space and seaside resorts brought development to Wildwood – not long, I guessed.

    For now, though, it was fairly inaccessible. Someday a bridge or causeway might be built, or ferries put into operation, but as yet such amenities were unavailable.

    “Can one hire a boat here in town?”

    “Well, of course you can! Good heavens, sir, what sort of a seaside resort would we be if we had no boats for charter? Though I’m not sure how many are operating this early in the year. I’m afraid I can’t name a specific one, but if you go down to the harbor I’m sure you’ll find signs advertising them.”

    “And how do I get to the harbor?”

    “You go out to Columbia Avenue... Here, I think I had better write it out for you.”

    And thus, not long after lunch and only minutes after the sun had finally burst through the skies, I found myself bound for the harbor, with a leather bag on my shoulder and poorly written but functional directions on a scrap of hotel stationery in my hand. The bag held an assortment of items I thought might prove useful, including my Colt revolver and assorted tools.

    The journey was a walk of roughly a mile and a half; despite the recent rain the streets were well drained and not particularly muddy, and I arrived without incident.

    As the clerk had said, many of the waterfront businesses had not yet opened for the season, but I wandered along the water’s edge until I spotted a sign advertising boat rentals. I climbed down the steps to the little shed that served as an office and inquired of the young man I found there as to what they had on offer.

    He had plainly been caught off guard by my arrival, but dropped his feet from the front of an unlit stove, sat up, and asked what I might be interested in.

    I explained that I wanted to visit Wildwood Island.

    He seemed at first to be inclined to ask why I would want to visit such a desolate place, but he caught himself before actually saying as much. Instead he asked, “Just you, sir?”

    “Just me.”

    “Would you want to hire a crew, or would you be sailing it yourself?”

    About three years earlier I had taken boats out on Lake Oneida and Lake George a few times and learned the basics of handling them from an old seaman by the name of John Brown – no relation, he assured me, to the famous abolitionist rabble rouser. He had also assured me that the placid lakes of my home state were nothing like the wild Atlantic, and while I suspected him of exaggeration and thought the sea looked fairly calm that day, I saw no point in putting what I remembered of his teachings to the test. Courtesy of Monsieur Boireau, I had sufficient funds in my pocket to cover the cost of hiring professionals.

    “I think I’d prefer to hire a sailor,” I said.

    “But it’s just you, no other passengers?”

    “That’s right.”

    “Then it’s probably not worth firing up the steamer. Are you comfortable with a small sailboat?”

    I assured him that I was, and half an hour later his brother Albert and I were sailing up the harbor in a tidy little craft – I have no idea just what sort she was, but she was fore-and-aft rigged, and perhaps thirty feet from stem to stern, with the name Eliza Anne blazoned across the transom. Albert seemed to have no problem in handling her by himself.

    We were scarcely out of the town harbor when I saw that the shore to the left had become wild marshland, apparently uninhabited. I remarked upon this.

    “Lot of that around here,” Albert replied. “If you’re looking for good land to build on, you’ll need to go around to the west side of the cape.”

    “I’m not looking for land,” I replied. “I just want to get a good look at Wildwood. I’ve heard some rumors about it.”

    “Rumors?” He shook his head. “It’s an island. It’s got some better land than those marshes, and it has some good beaches, if there were an easy way to get to them. I’ve heard of folks sailing up there for picnics, or a little romance away from the crowds, but I wouldn’t call those rumors.”

    “How far is it?” I had not had a chance to look at a map.

    He looked startled and pointed out past the bow. “It’s right there,” he said.

    I looked, but he clearly saw my lack of comprehension.

    “On the left there’s the marsh,” he said, indicating with his finger. “And on the right, that’s Sewell Point, with the Navy station. Ahead on the left is the entrance to Jarvis Sound, which they call the Thorofare, and ahead on the right is Cape May Inlet that takes you out to the Atlantic, and that land between them? That’s Wildwood Island.”

    “So close!” I exclaimed.

    “It’s maybe two miles from the harbor waterfront. Not more than three.”

    “But no one’s done anything with it? There aren’t any bridges or ferries?”

    He shrugged. “Not yet,” he said. “The way things have been growing since the big fire, though, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone put ’em in soon.”

    This reminded me of what I had seen in the newspapers and what Mr. Moss had told me. Half the city of Cape May had burned to the ground in the fall of 1878, and the rebuilt area was said to boast some of the finest architecture in the latest styles. I resolved to wander down into that part of town and take a look, should I find myself with time to spare. Perhaps that new construction had some connection with my investigations.

    For now, though, I was more concerned with Wildwood. I watched it grow closer – a low rise topped with trees above a gravel beach, far rougher than the fine sands along Cape May’s Atlantic shore.

    Albert looked up at the sails, then turned his head to take in our location and judge the wind. “Did you want to actually land on the island?” he asked. “There aren’t any docks, but I can bring us in close.”

    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Not right on this end, certainly.”

    Albert considered this, then said, “Did you want to go up into Jarvis Sound, or out along the Atlantic beaches?”

    It seemed to me that it would be much harder to hide something on the oceanic side of the island, where ships would pass by with some regularity. “Into the Sound, please.”

    Albert nodded, and pulled on a rope – or rather, remembering my nautical training, a sheet – to shift the sail. The boat heeled over onto the other tack, and we shifted our course to the north.

    The channel between the island and the marsh was broad, so that navigating it was not challenging, but I did wonder how deep it was and how much water our little craft drew; I assumed there was a keel to counterbalance the sails, so that hitting bottom was a genuine risk. Albert seemed unconcerned, though, and he was, I assumed, quite familiar with these waters.

    “That’s Thorofare Island,” he informed me, as I saw the channel splitting ahead. “I’ll take the right-hand passage to keep us closer to Wildwood.”

    I nodded agreement, though the right-hand passage was far narrower than the left, and my concerns about the keel touching bottom had not lessened. I was putting my faith in Albert’s experience and expertise.

    That faith was not misplaced; we rounded Thorofare Island without incident and emerged into a broad expanse of open water that Albert identified as Jarvis Sound. This was surrounded on all sides by marsh, not merely on the west; it seemed that not all of Wildwood Island was solid ground.

    I had no desire to attempt a landing there, so we proceeded northward, across the sound and through another channel into a second wide open area for which Albert had no distinct name – it was just more of Jarvis Sound, so far as he knew.

    The island looked much more solid here, though.

    I glanced back and observed that Cape May was no longer visible astern; there was no sign of human habitation to be seen, just the marshes to the west and the islands to east and south.

    We continued past what Albert identified as Ephraim Island on our left, along the shore of Wildwood Island on our right, which, while no longer a marshy wasteland, still appeared quite desolate and uninhabited. The sound narrowed to a channel again, and then widened out, and split. Assuming that we were once again approaching a small island like Thorofare or Ephraim, I pointed to the headland between these two passages and asked, “What’s that island?”

    “Oh, that’s Wildwood,” he replied. “The channel’s on the left; that on the right is Post Creek. It doesn’t go anywhere.” He was already turning our craft to port.

    “A creek? You mean a stream?”

    “Well, not really. There’s no current or anything. It goes into a basin, where there’s no other way out. It’s all Wildwood.”

    “That’s interesting,” I said. The afternoon was wearing on, and the skies beginning to darken as the clouds gathered anew, but I was enjoying this excursion, even if the results had as yet been disappointing. I was in no hurry to end it. “Let’s take a look at this basin.”

    Albert looked inclined to argue, but I added, “I’m paying by the hour, am I not?”

    He frowned, but brought the bow back to starboard. He adjusted the sails, as the channel was rather narrow, but we sailed through it without mishap. Albert kept us in the center, and frequently glanced over the side, as if concerned about the depth of the water beneath our keel.

    Just as he had said, we emerged into an enclosed lake or basin; most of the visible shoreline was marshy, and all in all it was not a particularly attractive place.

    The clouds above us were definitely thickening; to the west the sun was only visible as a bright spot in the overcast. Albert looked up, obviously uncomfortable with the threatening weather and shallow water.

    I could understand his attitude. He had not wanted to detour into this unprepossessing place, and I was sure that he did not want to be trapped here should a sudden storm blow up from the west; it might be impossible to make it back through the passage should a strong wind be blowing against us. I started to say that we could turn back, when something caught my eye – a sparkle on the shore to the southeast. “What’s that?” I asked.

    “What’s what?” he responded.

    “Over there,” I said, pointing.

    “I don’t see any...” he began.

    I pointed again. “There.”

    There was a light, one that did not look natural, at the top of an odd little spire, just visible behind a line of trees. What’s more, now that my attention was drawn to that area, I could see two other spires, one on either side of the one that held that curious lamp, and other unfamiliar structures.

    “Is there a lighthouse on the island?” I asked .

    “Nope,” he said. He was staring, now, just as I was.

    That light, I thought, looked rather like an Edison lamp – a very large one, if it was as far away as it appeared to be. It did not have the glaring intensity of a carbon arc lamp, nor the blue tinge of a gas flame, and the color was not right for kerosene or whale oil.

    “That wasn’t there before,” he said.

    “When was the last time you were here?”

    “Ah... last August?”

    “Well, that’s time for someone to have built that,” I said. “Take us closer.”

    “To that light?”

    “Yes, to that light! I’m fairly sure that light is exactly what I came looking for!”

    I had little doubt that the glow was created by electricity. I did not know the exact method, as I had never seen an Edison incandescent that size, but neither did it resemble any sort of ordinary flame. And most of the missing scientists – not all, but most – had been known for working with electricity.

    Just then there was a sudden blue-white flash, just for an instant, somewhere below the spires. I had no idea what it was, but it clearly deserved further investigation.

    “What was that?” Albert exclaimed.

    “I don’t know, but I intend to find out,” I replied. “Bring us into shore.”

    “I don’t... I don’t think it’s safe,” Albert said.

    “I don’t know that it is, but I’m pretty sure this place is what I came here to find.”

    “The water’s too shallow. We’ll run aground.”

    “Well, take us as close as you dare!”

    He reluctantly obeyed, but it was quickly evident that Albert was not as daring a young man as I might have hoped. He would not take us nearer than a hundred yards or more from shore. When I urged him to continue, he protested that the water here was not merely shallow but full of snags, and he would not risk damaging his brother’s boat.

    “It can’t be that bad,” I said. “Look, there’s a boat dock with a boat tied up!”

    There was, in fact, such a dock, angling out from the shore. The boat appeared to be a steamer, only a little larger than our own vessel. They had been largely hidden by low trees until we made our approach.

    “The channel’s not marked,” Albert insisted.

    “Perhaps it doesn’t need to be! Can’t you see the clear water leading to it?”

    “That dock’s probably private property. I don’t want to be shot for trespassing.”

    I somehow suspected that the mysterious flash had more to do with his reservations than any concerns about trespassing. Exasperated, I decided that I did not need to be limited by Albert’s caution; that boat at the pier meant I would not be stranded, that there were other ways of reaching the mainland besides the Eliza Anne.

    “Fine,” I said. “Hold her steady.” Then I took off my hat and coat, emptied several useful items from my pockets, and wrapped them in an oiled canvas rag. I stuffed that bundle into my leather shoulder bag, alongside the supplies already there. I removed my shoes and socks and added them to the collection.

    Albert had watched in confused surprise as I did this. At last I turned to him and said, “I am going ashore. Would you please return my hat and coat to my hotel? I’m staying at the Chalfonte.”

    “You...what?”

    “I’m going ashore, even if you aren’t. In case you did not get my name, it’s Derringer, Tom Derringer. If the hotel clerk asks, I left the clothes in your boat by accident, you have no idea where I’ve gone, but you’re sure I’ll come back eventually.”

    “Mr. Derringer, you don’t know what’s over there!”

    “Albert, I’m a professional adventurer. I intend to find out what’s over there.”

    “You’re an adventurer? I thought you were a tourist!”

    “I preferred not to announce my occupation.” I fished out a handful of silver and counted out what I thought I owed, then added a dollar. “That should cover my bill, I believe – if not, we can settle up when I get back to Cape May. Now, give me a hand getting myself over the gunwale, if you would be so kind.”

    Albert did not offer his hand. Instead he asked, “Mr. Derringer, how will you get back?”

    “If no other opportunity presents itself, I will swim. The inlet did not appear impossible to cross by such means.”

    He looked sincerely distressed. “Mr. Derringer, it’s not so much the distance. You’re right, the narrowest part of the inlet is only maybe three hundred yards across, and maybe you can swim that far, but the currents can be fierce, and the water is cold. It doesn’t really warm up here until July. I don’t think you should risk it.”

    I started to protest, then stopped. I knew that foolish pride and overconfidence had cost many an adventurer his life. “All right, then, what would you suggest? Do you want to wait here?”

    “How long will you be?”

    “I don’t know. It might be hours.”

    “I can’t just stay here indefinitely! Not with those people over there, and with it getting dark.”

    “Do you have an alternative to offer?”

    “I could come back first thing in the morning and look for you.”

    That was a generous offer. I nodded. “I will do my best to be on the beach at the southern end of the island, then – you did say there are beaches on the ocean side?”

    “Yes, there are.”

    “The morning light should make it easier to spot me on the eastern side, I should think.”

    “I guess so.”

    “And of course, whether we find one another or not, I will pay you for your time.” I fished out more coins. “Consider this a down payment.”

    He accepted the money. “I’ll keep your coat and hat with me. But are you really sure you want to do this?”

    “Quite sure. Now, give me a hand.”

    He obliged, and watched as I slid into the water. Then he handed me my bag, and I slung it on my shoulder before releasing my hold on the Eliza Anne.

    The water was far colder than I had expected, vindicating Albert’s concern, but I did not have far to go; I suppressed my shivering as best I could and set out for shore – swimming at first, but quickly discovering after I had gone no more than a dozen yards that the water was shallow enough that I could wade. As well as being correct about the temperature of the water, Albert had not been wrong to fear running aground. As I stood upright I turned, and waved to him.

    He was already setting sail. He took just one look back at me, then swung his little craft over on the port tack and headed away.

    I did not bother to watch him go. Instead I turned and slogged toward shore, trying not to splash too loudly.

    

  
    

    Chapter Eight

    

    The Electrical Empire

    

    As soon as I was out of the sea I paused, shivering, and squeezed as much water as I could out of my clothes. I dried my feet as best I could with a cloth from my bag, then put my shoes back on; my fingers were unsteady, but at last I managed to tie the laces. I stood up and looked around. I was still trembling with cold, but the chill was starting to pass now that I was once again on land.

    I was perhaps fifty yards west of the pier, and a hundred yards or so from the nearest of those three little spires. Peering out across the water I could not see Albert or the Eliza Anne, but whether that was because he had successfully departed the area, or because they were lost in the gathering gloom, I could not be entirely sure.

    I looked along the shore and realized the only path in sight led from the dock up toward the spires; the rest of the shoreline was still, so far as I could see, in a completely natural state, undisturbed by any human activity. Only a single boat was tied up to the dock, the little steamer I had seen from the Eliza Anne, and the area was deserted, so far as I could see, except for a figure seated on the deck of the steamer, who appeared to be napping – his head was bowed, his arms folded across his chest.

    If there were any guards or fences they were not in sight, a fact that made me doubt my initial assumption that this was where the missing scientists were being held. Still, those spires definitely seemed to be worth investigating, and something up there had caused that flash.

    A year or two earlier I might have simply made my way to the boat dock and asked the dozing boatman a few questions, but my experiences in Mexico and the Far West, and Betsy’s comments on my behavior, had made me more cautious. Instead I headed inland, up the slope, making my way through the weeds and switchgrass.

    I was still shivering; the water had been very cold, and despite my efforts my clothes were still wet. I doubted I was in any real danger of hypothermia, but I still hoped to get out of the wind and into someplace warm. I wondered whether I had been too hasty in leaving my coat with Albert.

    As I passed the first line of trees I got a better look at the structures and stopped to stare.

    In addition to the three spires I had seen before there were several other structures rising above a massive windowless gray wall, a wall perhaps twenty feet high and easily a hundred yards or more in length. The wall’s gray color had allowed it to blend into the background of clouds when I was farther away.

    If this was not my intended destination, it was still obviously something worth investigation, and I thought it very probable that the missing scientists, including Professor Vanderhart, were beyond that wall.

    There was no obvious way to gain entrance. I saw no doorways or gates.

    But I also saw no guards or patrols, and I decided I could safely take a closer look. I had passed most of the weeds, and the ground before me was mostly sand, punctuated with hummocks of grass of one sort or another, so my approach was not difficult. I gave some thought to trying to hide my tracks, but concluded it was not worth the effort.

    The wall, I saw, was not vertical; it sloped away from me, toward whatever was on the other side. That, I thought, might prove convenient; it would make it easier to scale, should I need to do so.

    A short walk brought me to the wall’s base, where I could look it over. I had already observed that it was painted a singularly unattractive drab gray, and at first I thought it might be metal or concrete, but a closer inspection confirmed it was merely wood. There were no openings of any sort on the side I could see; the seams between the wooden beams had been filled and painted over. It was, in fact, as close to featureless as human industry could contrive. I turned to my right and continued walking, to see what might be around the corner.

    And that was simply another wall, equal in height and length, and just as featureless. I hesitated, unsure whether to double back toward the shore, or proceed around the next side of the enclosure. In the end I decided to continue. I marched on along the sands and discovered that from this vantage I could see and even hear the Atlantic a few hundred yards to the southeast, white waves rolling in and breaking on sandy beaches. Apparently Wildwood Island was not particularly wide at this point. I also thought I saw other structures in the distance, to the south, though I could not tell, through the scrubby brush and the gathering gloom, whether they were mere storage sheds or something more interesting. I estimated that there were enough to constitute a good-sized village. I decided they might merit further investigation, once I had completed my study of the main enclosure.

    And at the next corner, I found the third side of the wall – the easternmost, if I had not lost my bearings – to be just as blank and boring as the first two, though a crude road did cut through the sand alongside its entire length. The road showed signs of recent use.

    The fourth, northerly face of the square was where I finally found something of interest. Midway along the wall was a sort of gatehouse where the road originated, perhaps fifteen feet high rather than the full height of the wall, complete with men I took to be sentries atop it.

    The sentries, if that was what they were, were not particularly alert, though; rather than standing at attention they were seated comfortably, leaning back against the wall, and appeared to be chatting idly. I could hear their voices, even over the sound of the distant surf, but I could not make out their words. They were clearly not expecting any unfriendly visitors.

    Having observed the entire perimeter, I retreated to the eastern side and considered the wall. I had not brought any actual climbing equipment in my bag – one cannot prepare for every eventuality – but I had a few assorted knives and spikes, and I thought that I ought to be able to drive them into one of the painted-over seams and scale the barrier thereby. The walk around the structure had warmed my blood, and my clothes had largely dried, so I was no longer shivering, and I thought such a climb well within my abilities.

    I glanced up and down the road and decided this was not the right place to attempt entry. Someone might come along at any minute. I retraced my steps further, to roughly the midpoint of the south side, and found a spot I thought would be less visible than most.

    The next question was whether I should make the attempt immediately, or wait until dark, to reduce the chance of being seen. The sun was on the western horizon, and the sky was now heavily overcast, so it would not be so very long until dark...

    But then lights began to shine over the top of the wall – first just one, then another, and another. Clearly, I could not expect the night to provide any cover unless I waited for those lights to go out again, and I had no assurance that they would be extinguished before dawn.

    That removed any reason for hesitation. I slung my bag on my shoulder once again, then plunged a Bowie knife deep into one of the seams a foot above my head, and used it to pull myself upward as I walked up the slope. Without that grip I would have slipped or fallen back, but with the knife’s support I was able to hold on until I could sink another blade perhaps three feet higher.

    That second knife was not as secure as the first, but the slope of the wall was of considerable assistance; I did not need to place my entire weight on the knives, or any substantial portion of it, but only required them to keep me from slipping back down.

    I repositioned the Bowie knife and heaved myself up. In the next position, though, I could not get the blade to stay secure in the seam, and instead drove it, as hard as I could, into the wood itself.

    Fortunately, the wall was not built of oak or ironwood or anything of that sort, and I was able to drive the blade’s point an inch or more into the wood. I added a third knife nearby, just in case – that was the last knife I had that was big enough to be practical for this purpose – and continued my climb, relocating the knives as necessary.

    It was not an especially difficult feat, and it did not take me long to reach the top. I had half expected to find a rampart, with guards patrolling, but instead I discovered that the wall was perhaps a foot thick and capped with ordinary tin.

    When I heaved my head and shoulders above that strip of tin and saw what lay beyond, though, it was nothing I had anticipated. The enclosure was full of buildings – towers, domes, and arches, many of them thirty or forty feet high, all jammed close together. I located the three spires I had seen from the water; they were among the tallest structures.

    Between the buildings were walkways, narrow streets, and steel tracks. Wires were strung everywhere and were clearly in use, as sparks showered every so often from their various connections. The place was far from silent; there was a constant low hum punctuated with cracklings and hisses. Several men were going about their business along the streets and walkways – some in ordinary street clothes, others in workmen’s overalls, and still others in laboratory coats. There were also a few who seemed to be standing guard at one door or another; these all wore dark jackets and hats of a vaguely military appearance, reminiscent of the kepi hats Union troops had worn of old. Most of the men were on foot, but a few were riding carts that ran on those steel tracks, wheels squealing and spitting sparks whenever they took a sharp curve.

    I saw no women nor any children; only men. Neither were there any horses or other beasts of burden to be seen; the carts were propelled by some force I could not see, but which I guessed to be electricity. All of it was illuminated by what appeared to be hundreds of Edison lamps, hanging from wires or mounted on the buildings.

    As I gazed out across this wonderland there came a much louder crackle than the norm, and a sudden flash – an electric discharge, I thought – from the top of one of the domes. Most of the men ignored it, but continued about their various activities. A few glanced up, but then carried on.

    No one noticed me – but then, why would anyone bother to look at the top of the wall?

    I pulled myself up and swung my feet around until I was sitting atop the wall, my bag beside me. Looking straight down, I made the interesting discovery that the wall was not noticeably thicker at the base than at the top; the entire structure leaned inward, making it easy to climb on the outside, but significantly more difficult on the inside. That would fit if this were some sort of prison, but those lamps and wires and carts and domes certainly did not look like features of any prison with which I was familiar.

    A new humming began somewhere amid those mysterious structures, rising in pitch until it became a painful whine, and then dropping again. No one I could see seemed to pay any attention.

    Immediately below me, under the overhanging wall, lay what appeared to be a storage yard, where several stacks of wooden beams and copper bars were arranged. None of the buildings in the enclosure were built directly against the wall; a gap of at least five or six feet seemed to separate them all from the surrounding barrier, and these stored structural materials were piled in that gap. If I were to fall from my perch I would only have a drop of perhaps twelve to fifteen feet, but I would land atop one of the stacks. I suspected that such an impact would make quite a racket, as the stacks did not appear to be of particularly tight construction, and the experience might be painful – those were hard materials. I estimated that lowering myself over the side until I hung from my hands would reduce the drop to six or eight feet and make a safe landing more likely, but I still thought it would probably be noisy.

    Fortunately, I thought, I had another option; I had ten feet of stout cord in my shoulder bag. I looked about for somewhere I might secure one end to the top of the wall.

    There were no obvious anchorages, but I leaned forward and felt under the edge and found that the wall’s interior surface was not as seamless as the exterior. The protective layer of tin was secured to a horizontal beam, and by using one of my knives I was able to pry up the edge of the metal sheeting and feel along the seam between this beam and the wall’s main structure until I found a small gap – perhaps a knothole originally, but at any rate an opening big enough for me to push one end of the rope through it. I was then able to catch that end back up and tie a slipknot, making a loop around the beam. That gave me perhaps seven or eight feet of cord hanging straight down.

    Moving very carefully, as silently as I could, and hoping that no one in the enclosure happened to look up at the wrong moment, I swung myself over the edge and lowered myself down the rope, stretching my toes downward, hoping I would be able to reach the top of one of the tallest of those stacks – specifically, a stack of wooden beams.

    I could not quite manage it, but I came close enough that I allowed myself to drop the last foot or so, hoping that the stacked wood was as sturdy as it looked.

    It was sturdy enough. There was a brief clatter, but it was not particularly loud, and nothing fell. I landed in a crouch, straightened up carefully, and then climbed down the stack to the ground. Fortunately, as I had observed from above, the wooden beams were loosely stacked, providing footholds for my descent.

    Throughout the climb I felt dreadfully exposed, as the glow of a thousand electric lights shone from the more inhabited and active areas of the enclosure, through the gaps between buildings into this storage area.

    Once on the ground I was quick to wedge my bag into the narrow space between the woodpile and the wall; I did not want to be burdened with those supplies while I was exploring. When that was done I took advantage of the shadows between the stacks and the buildings to conceal myself.

    This illicit entry was easy enough that I wondered just how seriously the builders of this place took their own security. I won’t say that just anyone could have gotten in as I did, but I had managed it with only a very little improvised equipment; any serious invader would have brought ropes and ladders and made short work of it.

    But then I realized that the walls were probably not intended to keep anyone out; in all likelihood their purpose was to keep people in. I guessed that at least some of these men were prisoners.

    At any rate, I was inside. I debated, as I crouched in the shadows, just how I might best continue my explorations; should I walk around in the open, as if I belonged here and hope that no one would realize I did not? Or should I instead skulk about, trying to stay out of sight?

    Skulking had some inherent problems. If I were to be spotted, I might not even realize it immediately; I could be followed, cornered, and trapped. It would be obvious I was up to something I shouldn’t be. There were places I would be unable to go at all.

    I therefore chose to risk exploring openly, though I intended to always keep a clear path to an exit – either my rope, or a gate, should I see one.

    Of course, even from the top of the stack the rope was almost out of reach, and grabbing it to climb out would be something of a challenge, especially if I had pursuers trying to stop me. Still, I thought I could manage it.

    I knew that I needed to look as if I belonged; I couldn’t just wander aimlessly. I looked down the nearest of the narrow streets – little more than an alley, though as wide as any I had seen, as yet – and picked a building. That, I told myself, was where I was going – not in a desperate hurry, but that was my destination. Then I walked out of the storage yard, neither rushing nor dawdling. I looked around, not as if I was unfamiliar with my surroundings, but as if I was seeing how my neighborhood was doing.

    It seemed to be doing pretty well. A few people glanced at me, and some of them looked puzzled, but no one appeared particularly surprised or alarmed by my presence. Perhaps my hatless, coatless, and somewhat disheveled appearance confused them.

    The buildings were all of wood, and of the cheapest, shoddiest construction; nowhere was any brick or stone to be seen. There were few windows, and those few were mostly small and high enough to give no view of any interiors. Electrical equipment was on every side, mounted on walls or hanging from wires or sitting in niches and alleyways – blackened wood, copper rods, and glittering crystals were everywhere. Some of this equipment I recognized, but much of it was utterly mysterious. Every so often there was a shower of sparks, or a sharp crackle, or some other manifestation to show that yes, these mysterious devices were operating and were electrical in nature. Some of them were being tended by men in laboratory coats or workmen in overalls, while others were functioning without visible supervision.

    An electrical wonderland, I thought – but what was it all for? Who were these men?

    I had almost reached my arbitrary destination and was starting to worry about what I should do when I got there, when a voice exclaimed, “Mr. Derringer? Is that you? What are you doing here?”

    

  
    

    Chapter Nine

    

    I Find the Professor

    

    I turned, expecting to see Mr. de la Rue or someone equally unwelcome, but discovered Professor Vanderhart himself, standing in an open doorway between two mysterious columns of wood and wire, gaping at me. He seemed a little thinner than I remembered him, but was still a very large man – only of medium height, but quite stout.

    No, let me be honest; “stout” does not do him justice. He was fat. His blond hair was still uncombed, as it had always been when I saw him in the past, but he wore a new coat and no hat. I envied him that coat, as even inside the walls and out of the wind the weather was quite chilly, especially as my clothing was not yet entirely dry.

    “Ah, Professor!” I said. “Could you spare a moment, perhaps?”

    “I suppose I could – but really, why are you...?”

    I held up a hand. “Could we go inside?”

    “Well, I was on my way...but yes, yes, that can wait. Come in, come in!” He stood aside and gestured for me to enter.

    I squeezed past and found myself in a windowless room that was in fact of moderate dimensions, but which felt small and crowded because much of it was full of pipes and glass tubes of various shapes and sizes, running up, down, across, and in coils along every wall and much of the ceiling, all of it illuminated with Edison lamps. A table covered with papers occupied the center of the room, and a single large wooden chair stood beside it. Books were stacked on the floor to either side, and a small, overstuffed bookcase occupied the only patch of wall not covered by plumbing.

    Professor Vanderhart looked at that chair, then at me, and said, “Come in here,” as he led the way to a door on the far side that I had hardly noticed amidst the glassware and plumbing. That opened into a comfortable little bed-sitting room where a cozy fire was burning on a brick hearth, keeping out the unseasonable chill of that April evening. An unlit oil lamp stood on a small bedside table, the first I had seen in this place. There was a desk, its top rolled down, and an accompanying office chair, but there were also two red velvet chairs in the style of the Second French Empire on either side of a gilt tea table.

    The professor directed me to one of the velvet chairs, while he took the other; it creaked under his weight. He glanced at the bedside lamp but left it as it was, instead relying on the gentle orange glow of the fire, and the yellow glare through the open door, to illuminate the room.

    “Now, Mr. Derringer,” he said. “What are you doing in this outpost of Monsieur Boireau’s empire?”

    “Why, looking for you, Professor! Your family is very concerned.”

    “My family? Concerned?” He frowned. “Is there a problem? Are they well?”

    “They were all well as of a few days ago, yes, but they are tremendously worried not to have heard from you.”

    “Haven’t heard?” He stared at me, eyes wide. “Haven’t they been getting my letters?”

    “Letters?” I shook my head. “Your wife has received no letters.”

    At that he looked thunderstruck. “I have been writing to her three times a week, every week, on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, without fail!” he exclaimed. “I posted them all...” He let that sentence trail off, then continued, “Well, no. I gave them to Monsieur Boireau’s messengers to post for me. Are you telling me that none of them were delivered?”

    “Not a one, sir, and Mrs. Vanderhart has been worried half to death. She wired Betsy and me to come find you as soon as I could, so we rushed back from the Utah Territory to lend whatever aid we could. Betsy is at home, caring for her mother, and I have come looking for you.”

    “But that’s ridiculous! Why would she be worried? Didn’t anyone tell her what I was doing?”

    I suppressed an urge to shout and kept my voice to a normal, if emphatic, tone. “No, sir, they did not,” I said. “The last report anyone had of you was when you were forcibly abducted by Leopold de la Rue outside the New Brunswick railroad station.”

    “I wasn’t... well, yes, I was abducted, I suppose, but it was...well, not actually a misunderstanding so much as an expedient.” He waved his hands, though I was not quite sure what this gesture was intended to convey. “They felt that it was urgent I join Boireau’s project immediately and not dither about deciding whether or not to take the job.”

    “Job?”

    “Yes, Mr. Derringer, the job!” He sounded exasperated. “I am working for Monsieur Boireau, researching ways to cope with high pressures, among other things, and a requirement of my employment is that I stay here, in this compound, at all times. Didn’t anyone tell Mary?”

    “No,” I said emphatically. “No one received any word of your whereabouts whatsoever.”

    At that, he appeared not so much exasperated as distraught. “That de la Rue promised someone would go by the house that very evening and tell her I was delayed!”

    “I regret to say, sir, that no one did.”

    “But that’s...that’s absolutely heartless!”

    “I cannot disagree.”

    “You implied that my wife was in a state of near collapse, and Betsy had come home to attend to her – is that the case?”

    “It is.”

    “And the other children?”

    “I did not speak to them, but they appeared well enough. Upset by your absence, of course, but well enough.”

    He was regaining his calm. “Well, at least that’s something. I shall have to write an apology and send it with you.”

    “Yes, sir.” I hesitated, then said, “This job you have taken requires you to stay here and have no contact with the outside world?”

    “Stay here, yes, but I had thought I was in contact with my family and friends. There is no telegraph office nor telephone service here on Wildwood Island, but we were told that the mail service operated normally. I was rather dismayed that Mary had not replied, but I had assumed it was merely pique at the abruptness of my departure.”

    “I am afraid it was far more than pique.”

    “But if my letters weren’t received, then how did you find me?”

    I explained the entire sequence of events. “...and I consider it quite an extraordinary bit of luck that you happened to recognize me and call my name,” I concluded.

    “Well, I was on my way to get my supper,” he replied. “This enclave is not really very large, after all; if we were both roaming the streets it wasn’t unlikely we would meet.”

    “I suppose,” I said. “But now, Professor, you’ve heard my story; would you please return the favor and tell me what you’re doing here and how it came to happen?”

    The professor frowned. “I’m not supposed to talk to anyone about it. Well, no one except my fellow scientists.”

    “Is that why this job requires you to stay here? To maintain secrecy?”

    “It is. We have all been asked to remain here at all times, and we have been paid well for the inconvenience. I’ll be honest, Mr. Derringer, while my job here is interesting, and because I was already on sabbatical it did not interfere with my position at the college, my primary reason for accepting it was that Monsieur Boireau is paying very generously – every Wednesday morning, in cash, without fail. And he fears that anyone who leaves the compound might let something slip, so remaining here is a requirement of our employment. He’s quite convinced his enemies have spies everywhere.”

    “He has enemies?”

    “He thinks so.”

    “Do you think so?”

    “I am not in a position to say.”

    “Professor, do you think I am one of his enemies?”

    “It does seem very unlikely.”

    “Then could you please tell me what is going on here? I give you my word I will keep it in confidence.”

    “Oh, well,” he said, “do you know the nature of Monsieur Boireau’s project?”

    “No,” I said. “I understand it has some connection with the Lost City of the Mirage, but beyond that, no. Nor do I know who this Sebastien Boireau is.”

    “He’s a French millionaire. His great grandfather won some fantastic monetary award from the Emperor Napoleon – the first one, not that more recent fool – for a secret discovery, the nature of which I do not know, and that served as the foundation of the family’s fortunes. His family has built well upon that foundation, and he is immensely wealthy. Beyond that, I have not troubled myself with details.”

    “I see,” I said. “And what is this project of his?”

    Professor Vanderhart grimaced, and considered for a moment before saying, “I suppose that as an adventurer, you know something about the Lost City of the Mirage?”

    “I have never seen it, but I know a fair amount of its history, yes,” I agreed.

    “Well, Monsieur Boireau got interested in it because he learned that the City contains mysterious devices that are apparently electrical in nature. Electricity is a part of his family’s heritage – that secret discovery his ancestor made had something to do with electricity – so he began studying the place, though he hasn’t yet managed to visit it, and he learned that not only is it reported to be absolutely littered with what appear to be electrical devices, none of which function, but that the City is becoming less ruinous over time – which is, of course, quite contrary to the natural way of things.”

    “What?” I said, startled. I am not proud of this vague question, but I was taken quite off my guard.

    “The City is becoming less ruinous with each appearance,” the professor explained. “If a wall is reported to have crumbled at the time of one visit, by the next that very same wall may well be intact. In the earliest reports that are even remotely reliable, the City was little more than scattered heaps of stone, rather like many ordinary ruins; in its more recent appearances there are recognizable streets, many of them paved, lined with partial – or by some reports, even complete – buildings. Lampposts have appeared; I know you have heard about the many aluminum posts and railings that Hezekiah McKee hauled out of the City at its most recent appearance, but earlier reports say that no such posts or railings existed in previous manifestations.”

    I had, in fact, heard vague accounts along these lines, but had not taken them very seriously. If I thought about it at all, I had assumed that wind was uncovering more of the City each time it appeared. Walls being rebuilt, though, were not so easily explained.

    “Go on,” I said.

    “Well, our friend Monsieur Boireau found this very concerning. He concluded that while the City was being looted every time it appeared in our world, the rest of the time it must exist somewhere else, and that while it was in this other realm someone was adding to it, gradually restoring and rebuilding it.”

    “That’s an interesting theory,” I said, though I immediately detected certain problems with it.

    “Isn’t it? At any rate, Boireau believes that these mysterious builders are adding to the Lost City because they intend, once it has been suitably prepared, to ride it into our world as the first step in an invasion, using their incredibly advanced electrical weapons to overwhelm any resistance.”

    “I...don’t see that as the only explanation,” I said. In truth, I thought it a very unlikely explanation; I could see several serious flaws in it.

    “Well, I don’t know that I would, either, but Monsieur Boireau does. After years of study, he claims to have accumulated all the evidence he needs to prove it, and to disprove every other explanation that has been suggested.”

    “All right,” I said. “For the sake of argument, I will accept that. And where does this leave us?”

    The professor sighed. “Boireau says that he approached the French government with his theory and was dismissed; those who did not think him mad said that a single City little more than a mile across could not pose much of a threat to any modern nation, and they would leave it to adventurers visiting the Lost City to keep them informed of any dangers – and most likely to eliminate those dangers without spending any tax money on it.”

    “I might have said the same,” I admitted.

    “Other governments, if they agreed to hear him at all, were no more cooperative than the Third Republic. After all, he’s a Frenchman. So he resolved to take care of it himself. He has built himself his own little empire, with hidden enclaves like this one scattered around the world. He has gathered together all the experts on electricity he could find who were willing to work for him – Edison turned him down, unfortunately, and is too well known a public figure to be taken against his will. He is hoping these scientists and inventors will be able to figure out some of the devices captured from the City, or that they may find ways to make formidable electrical weapons of our own.”

    “That’s what this place is for?” I exclaimed. “That’s why those scientists vanished? He brought them here to develop electrical weapons?”

    “Exactly – well, here, or his other outposts.”

    “Wait – what about the missing adventurers?”

    “He wants them to serve as his scouts when the Lost City next appears, as well as running various errands for him in the meantime.”

    “And what does he want with you?” I asked. “I mean no offense, Professor Vanderhart, but electricity is not your field.”

    “No, but – well, he has another theory.”

    “Oh?”

    “Yes, he’s been trying to chart the Lost City’s appearances, so he can predict where and when the next might occur...”

    “Several people have attempted that,” I interrupted.

    “Oh, I know, and so does he,” the professor said with a dismissive wave. “But he thinks he may have a new angle to consider. I’m sure you know, Mr. Derringer, that much of the Earth’s surface is covered with water – the oceans make up more than twice as much area as the continents.”

    “Yes.”

    “Well, it’s one of Monsieur Boireau’s theories that one reason we’ve had such difficulty in finding a pattern in the Lost City’s manifestations is that many of them happen underwater. We are missing several key data points, and it may be that those are at the bottom of the ocean.”

    I had to admit that there was a certain logic to that.

    “He had another idea, as well – that the great explosion in the East Indies might have had some connection with the Lost City.”

    “The explosion you went to study?”

    The professor nodded. “I took a sabbatical year from my position at Rutgers so that I could visit the site, an island called Krakatoa – though most of the island is now gone, destroyed by the blast. While that was fascinating in itself, I saw no indication at all that it might be connected to the Lost City. It was simply an ordinary volcano, albeit one far more powerful and destructive than the norm. The explosion was quite spectacular, but there was nothing mysterious about it.”

    “But Monsieur Boireau sent his assistant, Leopold de la Rue, to interview you about it?”

    “Yes, exactly. And although nothing about my visit to Krakatoa seemed in any way relevant, Mr. de la Rue found other areas where he thought my expertise might be valuable. As professor of natural history in Rutgers Scientific School much of my work is in mechanics, and I take a particular interest in the effects of high and low pressure – the airship I sold you was one result of that. And he was interested in what I told him about your adventures with Reverend McKee and the aluminum he took from the Lost City.”

    That, I guessed, was why Monsieur Boireau had been so determined to interview me.

    “He brought me here to determine what effects there might be if the City had manifested at various depths beneath the ocean, and where in the ocean it might or might not have appeared.” He gestured toward the outer room and its bizarre contents. “That’s what I’ve been working on these last few weeks.”

    “And have you made any significant findings?”

    “Not really, no. I simply don’t have enough information about the Lost City. No one has ever tested the City’s structures for how much pressure they can survive, and that is not something that can be done from a distance. No one has searched the foundations for lingering seawater. I have submitted what results I could for Boireau’s consideration, but I doubt they would be of any use.”

    “Then is there any reason to stay here? Your wife is very concerned.”

    “Perhaps not,” the professor agreed. He glanced warily at the door. “But I am not certain I will be allowed to leave.”
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