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[1]


The Triton





THE long black line of railway carriages stopped suddenly. Steam hissed viciously from the engine and mingled with the stench of smouldering coal that now filled the dark tunnel. The train shook and tremored as if it had been struck by an earthquake. The metal wheels screeched against the iron tracks. Shards of bright blue sparks flashed against the dripping brick walls. Mariah Mundi was unexpectedly thrown forward from his sleep. He crashed against the empty seat opposite before sliding to the floor. In his sudden waking he heard the faraway screams of frightened children. The train juddered. Carriage battered against carriage as the echoing madness rolled on and on like a coming thunderstorm.


Twenty-eight miles from Liverpool Mariah had sunk into slumber. For the six-hour journey from the town-at-the-end-of-the-line, only he and Captain Jack Charity of the Bureau of Antiquities had inhabited the compartment. Charity was a tall man with a muscular frame and a thick scar across his right cheek. He had filled the seat opposite Mariah and sprawled across the compartment as he read his penny dreadful. The blinds had been pulled down, the door had been locked and a sign stating Out of Order had been placed in the window.


‘Don’t want to be disturbed by people …’ Charity had whittered as he slipped the ticket collector a neatly folded and ironed five-pound note.


That seemed like another day. Now, Charity had gone and the train shook again as it briefly juddered along the track. The hissing of the engine subsided. All was then silent. Mariah looked up, waiting for Captain Charity to reappear. The gas lamp that illuminated the First Class carriage flickered. It dwindled in luminosity and then, like a September firefly, abruptly died.


Mariah could see nothing. The gloom of the tunnel was like a double blanket to the darkness of the night outside. It was completely black, eerily silent with the stench of sulphur. Getting to his feet Mariah reached out like a blind man to find the door handle and took hold of the brass lever.


Footsteps clattered outside the compartment. Steel-capped heels cut against the wooden boards of the narrow corridor that ran the length of the carriage. Mariah listened as they stopped outside the door. It was as if whoever was outside was snooping intently before moving on.


Mariah stood still. He tried to hold his breath.


‘This one?’ asked a gruff voice outside the door.


‘Can’t tell,’ replied another voice as a dim light flashed against the faded, rolled-down blinds.


‘The Captain is locked in the khazi – won’t be going anywhere. Got our chance now to find the lad …’ the first voice said, grumbling each word.


The handle of the door rattled. The lever dropped as someone pushed against the door.


‘Locked,’ the voice sniffed. ‘Out of use,’ he went on as he shone his lamp towards the hastily made sign on the greasy pane of glass.


‘Must be the next door,’ whispered the other man as if he choked on his words. ‘Thought he said it as the first compartment? You know what to do …’


The footsteps paced quietly away and then hesitated, the two men walking as one. Mariah pressed his ear to the window of his compartment, shielded from view by the drab blinds. He could hear the door next to him open slowly. Something inside him made him want to shout a warning, as if he knew what was going to happen. The door trembled on its metal runner and then clicked open.


‘HE’S THERE!’ screamed one of the men, and two loud shots from a military pistol broke the silence. The hand lamp swayed violently back and forth as screams rang out. Passengers leapt to their feet and filled the dark corridor.


‘He’s been shot!’ screamed a man as Mariah pulled the handle of the door to be free from the compartment.


‘Guard! Help! MURDER!’ Mariah heard another man shout as the news of the attack filled the train.


Mariah pulled on the handle once more. It held fast. He reached up to the baggage rack. His hands scrambled to grab hold of the first travelling case that came to his grasp. Taking the handle of a small Gladstone bag, which Captain Charity had so neatly packed that morning at the Prince Regent Hotel, Mariah smashed the window. Within a few seconds he had knocked out every shard of glass and, jumping from the seat, had leapt into the corridor.


‘Who has been shot?’ he asked the shadowy man blocking the passageway.


‘In our carriage. I saw the flash of the gunshots … he’s slumped to the floor.’


‘Get a light,’ Mariah insisted as he pushed by the travellers and stepped inside the compartment.


A man in a plaid suit, with tiny feet and uncomfortable shoes, struck a match and held it high above him. In the faint light Mariah saw the face of a young man. His lips were tinged blue and already the colour had drained from his face. He was the same age as Mariah, no older than sixteen, and wearing a dark suit. Next to him, holding his hand was an older woman.


‘Is he dead?’ she asked Mariah, her eyes firmly shut as if unable to look at him.


‘I don’t think so,’ Mariah replied softly. ‘He’s unconscious. The bullet has grazed his head.’


‘He’s my son. We are going to America with my husband. We were to meet him at Liverpool docks,’ she said as tears rolled down her face.


‘Shot him, shot him in the head,’ said the man, holding the burning match in the tips of his fingers. ‘Never looked, just opened the door – flash of light and then shot him.’


‘He’s alive – but badly wounded. Did you see them?’ Mariah asked.


‘Just the hand and the pistol … a revolver,’ said the man nervously.


‘Quickly,’ Mariah said as he got to his feet. ‘Find the guard!’


The train lurched forward. There was a shrill hiss as the winding pump pushed gas through the pipes again. Without speaking, the man with the matches lit the wick of the lamp and rubbed the soot from his singed fingers. The gas lamp lit the drab walls and blinded windows of the carriage. It began to billow gusts of hot air that rolled across the painted ceiling of the coach and out of the open door.


‘Best leave them be,’ Mariah said as he stepped towards the door. ‘We need to get him to a doctor.’


‘Stay,’ said the woman. ‘I don’t think I can be alone.’


‘Mariah! Mariah!’ shouted Charity as he stormed through the passageway.


‘The boy’s been shot,’ bawled the man by the door as Charity forced his way through a gaggle of people all trying to stare inside the compartment.


‘SHOT?’ Charity shouted as he pushed harder against the mob blocking the corridor. ‘Let me through!’


Soon Charity had forced his way through the crowd. He stood in the doorway of the compartment, his immense frame casting a deep, dark shadow.


‘They said you had been shot,’ Charity said.


‘Not me,’ Mariah replied as he saw Charity’s eyes cast upon the lad behind him.


‘Let me see to him,’ Charity said. He stooped down and lifted the lad and lay him across the long bench seat opposite. ‘Just a graze … Boy, can you hear me?’


‘He’s called Lorenzo … after his father,’ the woman said as Charity attempted to wake her son. ‘Lorenzo Zane …’


Charity raised his head for a moment as if in recognition of the name as he felt for a pulse in the boy’s neck.


‘He seems well to me, a strong lad – he will come to no harm. Tell me, Madame Zane, do you know of any reason why someone should want to shoot your son?’


‘I know of nothing. My husband lives a quiet life. He is an engineer, an inventor,’ she replied as she sobbed.


‘The creator of the Zane Generator,’ Charity said as her son regained his mind. ‘Like father like son – he is with us again.’


‘Mother,’ said the lad feebly.


‘Did you see who shot at you?’ Charity urged as he propped the boy against the seat.


‘Just for a moment. I think I have seen the man before. I can’t recall where. There was the darkness of the tunnel and then a blinding light.’


‘They ran by me,’ said the man in the uncomfortable shoes. ‘Two of them, ruffians and squalors … jumped from the train as they pushed me out of the way.’


‘Won’t they still be in the tunnel?’ Mariah asked.


‘They will be long gone and far away,’ Charity replied as he nodded for Mariah to leave the compartment. ‘We will soon be at the harbour and there is sure to be a doctor to take care of young Lorenzo. Keep your son calm,’ he said to the woman. ‘It should only be a matter of minutes before we arrive.’


Charity took hold of the man in the plaid suit and sat him next to Madame Zane as if he were a lap dog.


‘I would be grateful if you would care for them whilst we are gone,’ Charity said. He patted the man on the shoulder, then turned and pushed Mariah from the compartment. ‘Things are not what they seem to be,’ he whispered as they entered their own compartment.


‘I know,’ Mariah replied. ‘I heard the men in the corridor – they were looking for the first compartment.’


‘And I was locked in the lavatory. Not the most convenient convenience, but locked in I most certainly was.’ Charity shrugged in his usual way and raised an eyebrow.


‘That is what I heard the man say – the Captain was locked in the khazi …’


‘Then it must be that they wanted me out of the way,’ Charity replied as the train juddered yet again. ‘They had pulled the emergency cord in the next carriage. When the train stopped it was plunged into darkness. They took no chances and must have known they had just three minutes before the train would start again.’ Charity stopped and looked at Mariah anxiously. ‘I have a great worry that they shot the wrong person.’


‘Who?’ Mariah asked.


‘I think that you were their intended victim,’ Charity replied solemnly.


‘But why?’


Captain Charity paused. He turned, brushed away broken glass and then sat down on the bristled fabric that tightly covered the seat.


‘I have not been fully honest with you. This isn’t just a trip to Liverpool, Mariah. I have taken the liberty to pack your trunk. We are going to America.’


‘America? But that is another world away – an ocean and everything.’ Mariah gulped excitedly.


‘America – a place that if it didn’t exist we would have to invent it. A colony stolen from its rightful owners.’ Charity tried to smile. ‘I had a letter from Isambard Black. This is Bureau business. We are booked on the Triton – the biggest and fastest ship ever to be built – unsinkable. It is to race the Ketos, a vessel that it is said can never be beaten. Whoever crosses the Atlantic first will win one million dollars.’


‘So why is that the business of the Bureau of Antiquities?’ Mariah asked.


‘For such a prize, men will do many things and we are to ensure fair play. No one knows we are about to make the journey, but from what has just happened I think our presence is no longer a secret. An interesting coincidence is that Lorenzo Zane invented the means by which the Triton will be propelled. The Zane Generator – it is a steam engine so powerful that at full speed it will take the vessel five miles to stop.’


‘And the Bureau of Antiquities is to guard the ship?’ Mariah asked.


‘Indeed. The prize money will be placed upon the Triton. Five hundred gold bars are to be stowed in its hold. They are guarded for the time being by officers of the Royal Navy. We put to sea at midnight.’


Charity shrugged his shoulders and rustled the collar of his coat to keep out the draught that billowed through the broken window of the compartment. Reaching into the pocket of the coat he pulled out a leather pouch. ‘Your ticket for the ship.’


‘What about the Prince Regent?’ Mariah asked as he thought about the hotel they had left behind. ‘Who will manage it whilst we are gone?’


‘Taken care of. All will be well … if perhaps a little different.’ Charity replied as if he were the keeper of an amusing secret. ‘We mustn’t think of it at all. But should anyone ask, you are a magician’s apprentice and I the owner of Europe’s grandest hotel.’


With that, Captain Charity closed his eyes and allowed himself to sleep as the carriage rocked back and forth.


The train ambled on between long grubby terraces of drab houses. It twisted and snaked past dimly lit streets as it approached the harbour. Mariah looked out of the window as he thought about the young Lorenzo Zane. He had an anxious and nagging doubt. He rolled the words of the assassin over and over – the first compartment … the first compartment. He realised that what Charity had said was true: Lorenzo Zane was a mistaken victim.


There was another shudder as the train crossed the double rails of a junction, then a blast on its whistle signalled the approach to Liverpool docks.


Mariah looked at the neat leather pouch that Charity had given him. It was embossed with a three-pronged spear held in the hands of a bearded giant with the tail of a fish. Mariah opened the flap and peered inside. The ticket for the Triton looked as if it was made of a wafer of solid gold. It was cold to the touch and sharp as steel. Beaten into the metal and painted in black was the number 395. Engraved below the number was just one word: Triton.


There was a gentle tapping on the door. Mariah hid the ticket pouch in his pocket as Captain Charity opened one eye, not wanting to be disturbed.


‘Come in,’ he drawled in a bored voice, his hand deep in the pocket where Mariah knew the Captain always kept a small dandy-gun.


The door opened and in stepped Madame Zane. Mariah noticed for the first time how incredibly tall and how incredibly beautiful she was. She looked at them both and smiled as, without being asked, she sat down next to Mariah.


‘I have been less than honest with you,’ she said. ‘My son, Lorenzo … I was frightened he would not understand.’ Madame Zane looked at Charity and then to Mariah as if asking permission to continue. Charity did not speak but merely smiled and nodded. ‘My husband has made some enemies. It is purely by accident – an argument over the generator. He has been threatened, but he will not tell me who by. That is why we are travelling separately. He thought we would be safe.’


‘Why do you tell me this?’ Charity asked. ‘We are just fellow travellers.’


‘You know about the Zane Generator,’ she stuttered in reply.


‘So does everyone who travels on the ship. It promises to take us from Liverpool to New York in six days,’ Charity snapped. ‘Has your son recovered enough for you to sit and chat with us?’


Mariah was puzzled by the tone of his voice.


Madame Zane suddenly stood up. Her face changed. The smile vanished to a scowl.


‘I presumed you to be different,’ she answered quickly.


‘Then your presumption was misplaced,’ Charity replied as he looked again at the penny dreadful and unfolded the pages. ‘Your son is safe and we have a boat to catch. Goodnight, Madame.’


Before he could finish speaking, Madame Zane had turned and gone. The door to the compartment was slammed shut. Charity smiled smugly to himself.


Mariah knew Charity well enough to know that it would be no good to question him on the way he had spoke. He turned to the window and looked at the backs of the drab houses with their curtainless windows and unpainted sills.


In the dark night sky he could see the growing light of the docks. There, towering above the houses was the silhouette of a ship. It touched the very peak of the sky and blotted out the full moon. It was as high as a mountain, a monstrous ship that grew bigger as the train broke free of the terraced houses and approached the dock.


‘Incredible …’ Mariah said unexpectedly, as if he never meant to speak.


Charity passed a cursory peek over the top of the penny dreadful.


‘That is the Ketos. Wait until you see the Triton.’


Mariah didn’t reply. His eyes went higher and higher as he followed the decks and ladders up and up. Finally, when he could see no further, there was a long red flag dangling from the middle of the three black funnels.


‘The Guptara Flag … given for the fastest Atlantic crossing,’ Mariah said to himself in awe. He had seen the flag before. There had been a sketch in The Times of its presentation.


‘And if it is to be believed, it will be the last time you will see it on that ship. In six days time it will be the property of the Marquis DeFeaux – the owner of the Triton,’ Charity replied as he put down the paper to stare through the windowpane.


‘But look!’ Mariah said, astounded at the sight he gazed upon.


‘Ah, the Triton. I thought you would be amazed,’ Charity said.


The Triton was nine hundred feet long and two hundred wide. It towered above the dock cranes as high as St Paul’s Cathedral. In the swirling spotlights it shimmered as if it were alive. Along the entire length of the walking deck was a brass handrail that even from that distance could be picked out like a gold thread against the black of the ship.


‘We shall sail on that?’ Mariah asked, unsure if anything so vast would ever be able to float.


‘And sail we shall. Nothing is grander – bigger, smoother, faster – than the Triton. We have a cabin as vast as my room in the Prince Regent and, Mariah, they have a Montgolfier balloon for pleasure rides.’


Mariah laughed. He had seen a Montgolfier once before. It was a large hot-air balloon that had carried a cart across the London sky. He remembered seeing it one bright winter morning when he had watched from the gardens of the Colonial School long before he had met Captain Charity or travelled north to the Prince Regent Hotel. The Montgolfier had flown from east to west, nearly touching the clouds. In the cart a man had waved at him and thrown packets of sweets to the mass of people gathered below.


‘A ride in a balloon from the back of the ship?’ Mariah asked.


‘Not for the faint-hearted – but imagine the view of the Atlantic.’


Mariah wasn’t listening. All he could see was the Triton. The four gold funnels of the ship shimmered in the rays of a vast sodium light that burnt brightly on the quayside. It was festooned in ribbons and garlanded in flags. It was the biggest ship Mariah had ever seen.


‘How can something that big, float?’ Mariah asked.


‘Science, my dear Mariah, and at midnight we shall see for ourselves.’


As the train drew to a halt on the long pier, it was as if the whole world had gathered to see the ships set sail. A hundred men waited on the platform with iron trolleys to carry the baggage of the passengers leaving the train. Mariah watched one man tap impatiently on his barrow handle.


The steam train stopped quietly, its noise drowned by the shouting of the crowd. As the doors to the train opened, the people waiting began to applaud their arrival.


‘We shall wait until the last passenger has left the train and slip aboard quietly,’ Charity said. ‘We don’t want to be seen if we can help it. Perhaps, whoever wanted you dead is still waiting …’
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The Great Race





FOR the next hour Mariah and Captain Jack Charity sat in the cold compartment of the steam train. Mariah stared out of the carriage window. Madame Zane and her son were quickly carried off in a makeshift ambulance, a donkey cart covered in a green tarpaulin with their luggage stacked on the back. Strangely, Mariah thought, they were taken to the ship and not to the hospital. He could only believe that the lad would be better cared for on board. What perplexed Mariah was the way in which Sir Lorenzo Zane greeted his son. He had been the first to approach the train and when he saw his son being lifted from the carriage had tutted as if what had happened to him was quite trivial. Then, when Madame Zane had almost fallen to the platform, her husband had chided her loudly.


Still, people were leaving the train. Some fought over their luggage as porters grabbed whatever they could and stacked it upon their barrows in search of a meagre shilling to push it across the wharf to the awaiting crane nets.


Mariah stared at the quayside packed with people. They shouted and moaned, waiting for the great race to begin. Impromptu betting stalls littered the jetty as tattered bookies shouted the odds as to which vessel would win the race.


‘Will we have to wait much longer?’ Mariah asked, eager to be on board the ship as the shouting crowd pressed against the side of the train.


Charity reached into his pocket for his fob watch.


‘I am waiting for a suitable diversion,’ he said, as if he knew what was to come.


A gigantic crane lifted roped parcels of luggage high into the air, swung them out across the harbour and then into the rear hold of the ship. It laboured back and forth, its steam pistons churning and whirring in time with a brass band of uniformed men who played pompous military music. The vast lamps that lit the ship beamed back and forth. They cast deep black shadows high into the air and sparkled upon the newly painted gantries. From where Mariah watched he could even see the captain high upon the bridge of the ship. The man was looking down and pointing in a manner that suggested he was not pleased with the celebrations far below.


‘I can see the captain,’ Mariah said as Charity looked at his watch yet again.


‘Tharakan, the old sea dog,’ Charity replied without looking up from his watch. He was counting the seconds towards the eleventh hour. ‘I met him a long time ago. It was in the Sudan – he knew your father. Tharakan was the captain of the vessel that your parents sailed out on.’


Mariah didn’t reply. Charity’s words brought back a cold memory. He remembered the day well when he had said goodbye to his mother and father and was then taken to the Colonial School, a neatly ironed five pound note in his pocket. He could still see them waving to him as the ship set sail from Southampton docks. Little did he know he would never see them again, and that soon Professor Jecomiah Bilton, headmaster of the Colonial School, would break the news to him that they were both dead.


‘Did he know them well?’ Mariah asked, gulping the words.


‘They told me that they had dined with him. Tharakan is a compulsive man. I don’t think that would have suited your father,’ Charity replied.


‘But Tharakan would have spoken to them, known them a little,’ Mariah said, in his heart hoping that he could speak to the captain about them.


‘Good people live on in the memories of those they have met,’ Charity said.


‘Do you think they could be –’ Mariah stopped before he finished the sentence.


‘Alive?’ Charity asked. ‘We would have heard by now, we would have had news of them. I believe they are lost to the desert and that we have to carry on.’


‘I can’t see my mother’s face. When I think of her I can see everything but her face,’ Mariah said. ‘With every year it gets worse and I fear she will vanish completely from my memory.’ He traced the outline of the ship in the misting windowpane.


There was a sudden roar of the crowd. Everyone rushed from the train and pressed towards the Triton.


‘On time, just as I thought,’ Charity said as he got to his feet. ‘The gold has arrived.’


Mariah looked out as hordes of people pushed to get closer to the gates of the dock. Charity took his Gladstone bag and a small case from the rack and slid open the door.


‘Time for us to leave. I have made arrangements for our trunk to be taken to the ship.’


‘Is that really the gold?’ Mariah asked, as the screams of excitement grew louder.


‘It is whatever they want it to be,’ Charity replied as together they stepped into the corridor and disembarked from the train. ‘I did make a suggestion that the gold be put on board this afternoon and that what is seen to go on tonight is in fact just lead bricks, stamped and proved … covered in gold leaf, of course.’


‘A deception?’ asked Mariah as they walked quickly over the quayside and onto the long wooden bridge that led to a narrow steel door in the side of the ship.


Charity stopped on the gantry and pointed to the procession entering the docks. A long funeral carriage was flanked by a regiment of Marines. The crowd parted as it drew near and their shouting ceased as they gazed in awe at the bars of bullion. They were stacked neatly, to form a peculiar sarcophagus. The inside of the hearse was dimly illuminated by two red carriage lamps that swung back and forth as the wheels of the carriage rattled over the cobbled road. The dock fell completely silent. Men took their caps from their heads as the procession passed by. It was as if they were spectators at the funeral of a great statesman drawn by the black landau towards his grave.


‘Quite spectacular,’ Charity said as if pleased with himself. ‘I thought of that myself. It was hard to convince the Bureau of Antiquities that it should be done this way.’


‘So it’s real gold?’ Mariah whispered.


‘To those who look on with greedy hearts, it is worth more than gold. See how they clamber to be in its presence, as if they stand before a god. In their silence they give reverence.’ Charity looked at his fob watch. ‘Now …’


At that precise moment the carriage stopped. The Marines took their rifles from their shoulders and stood to attention, forming a phalanx from the carriage to the gangway of the Triton.


There was a sudden loud blast on the ship’s horn. It rattled the windows of the houses for miles and miles and sent a gigantic squall of squawking sea birds high into the night sky. They swirled above the ships like a host of angels that flew in and out of the searchlights. The crowd applauded as the doors to the hearse were opened and the gold bars were passed in a human chain from man to man.


‘They look so real,’ Mariah said as Charity smiled to himself. ‘Do you think anyone will try to steal the gold?’


‘Not tonight, not here. It would take an army to do such a thing,’ Charity replied as they watched the gold disappear into the ship one brick ingot at a time.


‘And it is really gold?’ Mariah asked, hoping Charity would be truthful.


‘I have arranged for it to be displayed in the grand entrance – suitably guarded, of course.’ He laughed. ‘Good Bureau business.’


Mariah had known Charity long enough to understand what he meant. The Bureau of Antiquities always went to elaborate lengths to hoodwink and misinform the world.


Aldo Rafden, he was told, had formed the Bureau of Antiquities a hundred and fifty-three years before. He was an explorer, collector and government spy. To those who knew him, he was a scandalous thief who loved nothing more than finding something precious and taking it for himself. He had plundered the tombs of the East and put the loot on display in Bloomsbury. Rafden had a particular interest in the mummified remains of animals and had so filled his displays with dead cats so that the whole museum looked like a charnel house.


The sole purpose of the Bureau, as it was known, was to find those mysterious objects of power and legend that were only spoken about in whisper. Often the objects the Bureau found were so secret that people would never dare mention even their names in public or admit to know of their whereabouts. The Bureau could not be bought for any price and those called to its service would rather die than give away its secrets.


‘So why is this Bureau business?’ Mariah asked.


‘All will become clear when we are at sea,’ Charity said quite sternly. ‘I think this will be our most dangerous task yet. We do not know our enemy or why we are really here. All I have been told is that three weeks ago a strange light was seen in the far north of Greenland. It burnt as bright as the sun and it shuddered the ice. The Bureau received a telegram from one of our agents. It said that there was death on the ice. Five days ago the agent was found dead. He had been badly burnt. It looked as though he had spontaneously combusted.’


‘Hexagenamite?’ Mariah asked. ‘Just like at the Prince Regent?’


‘As if it were the same,’ Charity replied. ‘There have been reports in the press that the ice cap is moving. A catastrophe has occurred and a vast land of ice is in motion.’


‘And what has that to do with the Triton and the Ketos?’ Mariah asked.


‘The Bureau of Antiquities looks at all these things with interest. It is our experience that whenever something of this magnitude happens, then a human element follows close by.’


‘Then who could it be?’ Mariah asked.


‘Stew … I can smell beef stew,’ Charity replied as he sniffed the air, picked up his bags and walked into the ship. ‘I think they are serving beef stew for supper.’


Mariah took a final glimpse at the procession as the gold bars were loaded from the funeral cart to the ship. The crowd was still silent as they counted the ingots. Turning quickly, Mariah followed Charity through the small doorway and into the Triton. He nodded to the guard and showed him the ticket in the leather wallet. The guard grunted for him to follow on, muttering that it was highly irregular that guests should enter the ship by the crew hatch. Already, Charity was far ahead. He strode up the steel stairway two treads at a time with a bag in each hand.


‘Quickly, Mariah,’ he bellowed loudly. ‘We shouldn’t be here – crew only, didn’t you read the sign?’


By the second landing, Mariah had caught up with Charity. It was as if he knew the ship as he walked on, coat flapping and cases clattering against the freshly painted white walls. They went up several decks and on and on through steel hatches with brass wheels to make them watertight. Then up a final flight of stairs.


‘I wish we could have gone through the guests’ entrance,’ Charity said quite breathlessly as he stopped outside a closed hatch. ‘All I will say, is that what is on the other side of this doorway is quite breathtaking.’ Charity spun the wheel on the door and pulled slowly. The aroma of beef stew, red wine and cigars floated through the opening and into the stairwell. ‘Delicious,’ he said as the noise of excited conversation flooded in. ‘I think you should go first.’


Mariah stared and stared. He could not believe what he saw. Opening before him was a sumptuous sight, a grand hallway with two golden stairways circling down from high above. Hanging from the ornate ceiling was a vast chandelier bedecked with tiny and yet dazzling white lights. Beneath his feet was a soft carpet embedded with golden unicorns woven into the fabric. In the centre of the room, below the circular balcony, was a grand piano, and next to that was a large catafalque. Two Royal Marines in uniforms of blue and gold neatly stacked the bars of Charity’s bullion on a sheet of black velvet. The crowd of passengers now seemed to give it little attention. Its value paled against the vast majesty of the ship and the wonder and awe of all that was around them. It was as if the Triton were a city of the seas. There were avenues of small shops selling goods from around the world. Cafés and restaurants lined the upper deck, and thousands of people from every nation milled about in their finery.


‘Did you know it would be like this?’ Mariah asked.


‘Never,’ Charity replied, as if lost for words. ‘Magnificent …’


A man tapped Charity on the shoulder. ‘Captain Jack Charity and your young guest,’ he said.


‘Tharakan. It is years since we last met,’ Charity said warmly. ‘This is my godson, Mariah Mundi.’


‘I heard much of you from your parents – I took them to Africa. Tell me, how are they keeping?’ Tharakan asked.


‘They are dead. Lost in the Sudan,’ Mariah replied.


‘And you, Captain Jack – how are you?’ Tharakan asked as if he had not heard or wanted to hear what Mariah had said.


‘Well, very well,’ Charity replied as his hand squeezed Mariah’s shoulder.


‘I hear that you have already met Madame Zane. She told me that you had helped them on the train whilst young Lorenzo had his accident.’ Tharakan’s dark eyes flashed about the room as if he searched for someone.


‘Did she mention me by name?’ Charity asked.


‘As if she has known you for a lifetime. But then again, once you have met Captain Jack Charity then he is never forgotten – eh, Mariah, do you agree with that?’


Mariah smiled as he examined the buttons on Tharakan’s deep blue uniform with interest. Each one looked as if it had been carved from the pearled shell of a deep-sea creature. Engraved within each pearl was the three-bladed spear.


Tharakan was even taller than Charity. Mariah thought his eyes, suspended in deep brown circles of wrinkled skin, seemed lifeless. His long dark beard, flecked with blades of grey, hung down to his chest. It made him look like an ancient god of the sea.


‘When do we go to our rooms?’ Mariah asked.


‘Rooms?’ snorted Captain Tharakan. ‘There is not a single room on the ship – every guest has a suite and nothing finer will you ever find in the whole world. Not even in Claridges Hotel. Ah,’ Tharakan snorted as he finally saw who he had been looking for. ‘Lorenzo Zane … I must speak with him. Come to the bridge at midnight – you will be surprised by what you see. And bring Mariah.’


Captain Tharakan walked off without saying goodbye. Mariah watched as he took Zane by the arm and led him away deep in conversation.


‘He mentioned Claridges Hotel. Does he know about Room 13?’ he asked anxiously.


‘Even if he does then it will be of no consequence. Room 13 at Claridges Hotel doesn’t exist. It is a code for the headquarters of the Bureau of Antiquities, not the place itself.’ Charity didn’t continue because there, coming towards them, picking her way through the hundreds of people in the room, was Madame Zane. As she walked through the crowd of eager sojourners every head turned to look at her.


‘She’s coming to talk to you,’ Mariah muttered under his breath, as a small waiter with a scar across his cheek attempted to force him to eat what looked like the squashed remains of a dead crab.


‘And we cannot escape.’ Charity grimaced through gritted teeth.


‘Captain Charity, I feel I must again try to give you my thanks,’ she said politely as she held out her hand.


‘No need – it was Mariah who was of greatest help,’ he replied.


‘And so like young Lorenzo – they could be mistaken for brothers,’ she said. She turned to watch as the last bars of gold were placed on the catafalque and covered in a gigantic glass case. ‘We will have to stare at all that gold for the next five days.’


‘A fortune for all to see,’ Mariah said.


‘Yet so ugly,’ she replied. ‘I feel I have met you before, Captain Charity – do you remember where?’


Mariah noticed that Charity appeared to be embarrassed. He coughed and covered his face with his hand as if to wipe his brow.


‘I can’t say I do. But then I meet so many people. Perhaps you have been a guest at my hotel, the Prince Regent? Do you know of it?’ he asked.


‘A friend of my husband stayed there recently, an American … Dedalus Zogel – do you know him?’ she asked.


‘We met,’ he said politely.


‘I quite forgot,’ she said, interrupting Charity. ‘I have taken the liberty of bringing you a gift. I know it is something quite small but in terms of my thanks for helping me on the train it is just a token. I hope you both like it.’


Madame Zane reached into her purse and brought out a small wooden box. It was covered in thick black lacquer that made it shine like a mirror. Madame Zane held it in the palm of her hand like a dark offering.


‘We couldn’t possibly,’ Charity tried to say.


‘I insist – it is just a token,’ she said with a giggle as she twitched her long nose and sniggered at the same time.


Charity instinctively held out his hand and Madame Zane slid the box on to his palm.


‘See,’ she said as she blew upon the box. ‘It is full of surprises.’


With that the lid of the box began to move slowly until it suddenly sprung open to the sound of a chiming bell. From inside appeared a small ebony figure, half man and half beast, that flicked upwards and began to dance in time to the chimes.


‘Amazing,’Mariah said. He watched the jewelled eyes of the bull-headed creature sparkle as it danced.


‘It is an invention of my husband. It can dance with your mood – however you feel, the Minotaur will dance in that way. If you are sad it will skip a lament and if you are happy it will dance a jig.’


‘But how do you get it to stop?’ Charity asked.


‘Quite simple, just blow upon it and it will be gone.’


Charity blew upon the creature and just as she said, the beast stopped dancing and curled itself within the box as the lid slid tightly shut.


‘An amazing invention. We can’t possibly have such a gift,’ Charity said as he handed it back to her.


‘Once given, it cannot be taken back. I will be deeply offended.’ As before, Madame Zane’s manner changed suddenly. It was as if the wind had blown upon her and all her goodness had vanished in one breath. ‘I will not have my charity rebuked by your Charity, Mariah,’ she scoffed.


The Triton shook as a grave sounding of the horn rattled the glass case covering the gold.


‘I think we are ready to set sail,’ Mariah said as he took the box from the palm of Charity’s hand and placed it in his pocket.


‘Then we can go to our rooms,’ said Madame Zane, again restored to politeness.



















[3]


The Bicameralist





ON the bridge of the Triton Captain Tharakan stared out to sea. The ship towered above even the largest buildings of the city and dwarfed the quayside cranes.


‘Soon be ready for the race,’ he said excitedly as a tall, silent man in a neatly pressed uniform ushered Mariah and Charity onto the bridge. ‘Thank you, Mr Ellerby,’ he said to the chisel-faced officer before turning to Charity. ‘I hear you have not met Lorenzo and I so much wanted you to experience the full force of the Zane Generator.’


Lorenzo Zane nodded from the far side of the bridge. He was in his shirtsleeves with the cuffs rolled back and the collar removed from the neck. Mariah thought he looked more like a servant than a famous inventor. He was tall and thin with a narrow face that looked like a horse and did not fit on board a ship. All around him, officers of the watch checked the steel dials and gauges and shouted instructions into the mouthpiece of a brass speaking-tube that vanished through the floor. A guard with a pistol in his hand stood by the crisply painted doorway next to Mr Ellerby, the officer who had shown them on to the bridge.


‘Thanks for what you did for my son,’ Lorenzo said as he noted down the numbers on the dial in front of him. ‘The generator has to be watched at all times – if the pressure becomes too great then the ship will explode.’


‘Dangerous machinery for a passenger ship?’ Charity asked.


‘Not at all, Captain Charity. As long as this dial is maintained at a constant pressure then all will be well. You seem to be familiar with my work … Did you enjoy the gift from my wife?’ he asked.


‘Totally entertaining,’ Mariah said as he took the box from his pocket and held it out for all to see.


‘I have one myself, given to me by Lorenzo,’ said Captain Tharakan appreciatively. ‘It is in my stateroom and I shall keep it with me always.’


‘I invented it for my son – to help him sleep. He says the music and the dancing soothes the mind.’ Lorenzo handed his clipboard to the officer of the watch and muttered something under his breath. ‘In two minutes we shall depart on the greatest adventure the world has ever seen.’


‘I thought we were just going to the colonies?’ Charity asked sarcastically.


‘But at what speed and in what style!’ Lorenzo replied. ‘We are to race the Ketos – the fastest ship afloat, and we shall beat her.’


‘Is your generator tried and tested, Lorenzo?’ Charity asked.


‘In the heaviest seas of the North Atlantic as far as Engronelant,’ he replied.


‘A truly amazing experience – we cut through icebergs as if they were cheese,’ added Tharakan like an excited child.


‘Then we shall be amazed also,’ Charity replied, as there was a sudden shudder from far below. Slowly the ship began to move. At first it was hardly noticeable. Then as each second passed by, the lights of the city began to move away. ‘I wonder if we could watch from outside?’ he asked as Lorenzo Zane returned to peer at the pressure dial.


Captain Tharakan ordered the guard to open the doorway and Mariah and Charity were escorted to the long metal balcony that ran across the width of the bridge. From there they could see the two ships moving slowly from the quayside like waking sea monsters. On the pier below it looked as if the entire city had gathered to see them set sail. Thousands of people screamed as the Triton shuddered with the sound of its own horn. Without warning the sound came again and Mariah was blown backwards with the force.


Then, from high above them, a searchlight beamed from the clouds and illuminated the decks of both ships. The crowd on the quayside fell silent and stared towards the heavens as lightning sparked from cloud to cloud. From far away came the rumbling of what Mariah thought was thunder.


‘It can’t be,’ shouted Charity as he ran across the bridge gantry.


‘What is it?’ asked Mariah, fearful that a creature was coming from the skies.


‘Look!’ Charity said as he pointed to the source of the light.


From the distant east, as if it had slipped through the peaks of the far mountains, came a bright light. As it drew closer the beam dimmed to a soft glow like a full moon. The crowd below cowered back, not knowing what was about to befall them. The Triton and the Ketos sailed slowly on into the deep Mersey.


It appeared that the ships were being followed by a gigantic, menacing shadow that cut across the night sky. Then, as the moments passed, Mariah could make out a long cylindrical shape as big as the Triton. It edged closer, as if it were about to strike. Around it sparked shards of jagged lightning as its murmurings turned to thunderous groans.


‘What … what is it?’ Mariah asked as he stared upwards.


‘It is something that I never thought possible,’ Charity said, straining to see the approaching manifestation.


The ship’s horn shuddered once more, sending the crowd fleeing from the harbourside and screaming in fright. From out of the air the sound was answered as if a shot of thunder was blasted towards them.


Tharakan stepped onto the bridge gantry with Lorenzo Zane.


‘I wanted this to be a surprise for you, Captain Charity,’ he shouted above the noise of the fleeing crowd. ‘It is another of Lorenzo’s inventions. It has been waiting until we set sail.’


‘A skyship?’ Charity asked Lorenzo. ‘How have you kept such a device a secret from the world?’


‘I built it where no one would ever guess,’ he said coldly. ‘Inventing a sailing ship is one thing – inventing a skyship is another.’


‘It is to follow the race across the Atlantic as far as New York,’ Tharakan said proudly. ‘Imagine it, Charity. With a skyship any land or sea can be crossed without peril – no more seasickness …’ He laughed.


‘My skyship can travel to any city in the world – nowhere is out of its reach,’ Lorenzo said proudly as the skyship drew closer through the thunderous clouds. ‘We shall tell it that the race is about to start.’


‘How do you communicate with a ship that sails the sky?’ Mariah asked as the wind blew around him.


‘By light,’ Lorenzo said eagerly as Mr Ellerby took hold of a large brass-rimmed signalling lamp that was on the corner of the gantry. ‘We flash a code in light – it is translated and they will reply.’


‘Like a telegraph?’ Mariah asked.


‘Exactly,’ said Captain Tharakan. ‘Mr Ellerby – tell the Bicameralist that we will be at the race line in five minutes.’


Ellerby nodded without speaking and appeared to look to Lorenzo Zane for confirmation of the order. Mariah saw Zane smile at Ellerby. The man then took hold of a wooden handle on the side of the lamp and clicked the shutter back and forth as if he was tapping out the notes of a song.


In the dark night Mariah saw the canvas of the skyship light up with each letter of the code. All then was dark again. The searchlight on the Bicameralist dimmed even more until it faded to naught. Moments passed. The Triton sailed on as the Ketos drew alongside. In the distance the people on the quayside became like tiny creatures wailing against the sea.


‘They seem to be taking their time,’ Charity said as he leant against the gantry.


‘Presently, Captain,’ Tharakan said quickly. ‘They will respond …’ His words were interrupted by five flashes of white light that lit up the sea, the land and the distant hills. ‘They are ready!’ he shouted. ‘The race is about to start.’


Soon, both vessels were level with the Bidston Lighthouse on the dark Wirral shoreline. Mariah looked towards the Ketos as it drew close on the starboard side. He could see hundreds of passengers on deck and the bow wake spurning up from the cold black water below. It was like the back of a gigantic whale being chased by the ship, as it was about to dive to the depths. Both liners sounded their horns as if to bellow a warning to the sea. Then from the land came the flash of a cannon, then another and another. Twelve guns blasted, spitting fire and ash upon the water and lighting the dark lowlands with their flaming tiger-eyes.


From Bidston Hill, rockets shot high into the air. They burst with flashes of sapphire and crimson sparks. As the land was lit and then shadowed with each heaven-bound detonation, it looked to Mariah as if the sky would burst into flames.


The sound of the cannon rumbled across the channel as the ships broke out of the Mersey and into open sea. The Ketos gave a long, loud blast upon her horn as she turned towards deep water. Everyone upon her deck was waving towards the Triton. Mariah could hear the faint sounds of a dance band playing upon her deck and see the misted shapes of people dancing and throwing streamers to the wind.


‘She is somewhat faster, Captain Tharakan,’ Charity said, stepping back inside the bridge as the salt spray billowed like snow from the sea.


‘Only for tonight,’ Lorenzo Zane replied as they all followed on. ‘It takes time for the generator to reach full power. The Bicameralist shall keep us informed as to how many leagues the Ketos is ahead.’


Mariah listened intently as the man explained the finest workings of the Zane Generator. It appeared that the ship was powered by a steam boiler. It was made even more formidable by the seawater that it sucked in from jets in the keel, pressurised by steam pumps and then forced out from the stern.


‘You are a man of another age,’ Charity said to Zane when he had finished his long explanation.


‘In making my inventions I am limited by the devices I have. It is a deceitful trick to have been born in such a primitive time as this,’ Zane answered with a sigh.


‘But not for long,’ Tharakan said as he barked orders to the crew. ‘Lorenzo Zane will be a name the world will never forget and the Triton shall go down in history as the greatest ship ever built.’


‘How will the Bicameralist follow us so far from land?’ Mariah asked as Ellerby opened the door for them to leave the bridge.


‘That, dear Mariah, is a secret that I am not allowed to share with anyone.’ Zane was obviously uncomfortable that he had been asked such a question.


‘It is too late for talk of such a thing, Mariah,’ Charity said to break the silence that followed. ‘We have travelled the breadth of the country upon a most uncomfortable train and I feel in need of sleep. I am sure Zane will be willing to talk more of his inventions during the voyage.’


‘I will make sure Ellerby takes your cases to your room,’ Tharakan said as the bridge door was shut firmly behind them and they descended the stairway.


‘Did you know the Bicameralist had been invented?’ Mariah asked as they walked along the deck.


‘There was rumour of such a craft, an amazing invention and far bigger than I ever thought possible to fly,’ Charity replied as he counted the suite numbers outside each room. ‘I think we are here. From the instructions I do believe you slide your ticket into the door and it will open.’


‘Like magic?’ Mariah asked.


‘Like science,’ Charity replied as Mariah slipped the metal ticket into a narrow slot next to the door. There was a sudden click and then the whirring of a small motor as the door opened without being touched.


‘How does such a thing work?’ Mariah asked.


Charity looked back. Mr Ellerby was at the far end of the passageway, watching them. He made no secret of what he was doing. He stood by the open door, smiling arrogantly.


‘Ignore him,’ Charity said as Mariah looked nervously towards the man. ‘He wants us to know we are being watched. I don’t think our presence is as welcome as I thought.’


‘Do they know we are from the Bureau of Antiquities?’ Mariah asked.


‘We would not have been given this welcome if they didn’t,’ Charity said as he stared at the door. Mariah looked again and Ellerby was gone.


‘There,’ Charity said as he took a small magnifying glass from his pocket. ‘A fingerprint on the brass. And look there,’ he said, pointing to a splinter of wood in the opening of the door. ‘Someone has slid a knife into the lock.’ Then he motioned for Mariah to be silent. He took a pistol from his pocket and clicked back the hammer. ‘They could still be here.’


Charity pushed open the door with the tip of his boot as Mariah kept watch for Ellerby’s return. The door opened slowly. Mariah looked in on a pitch-dark room. The whirr of the Lorenzo Generator dimmed as the ship moved gently back and forth in the growing sea. Charity reached in and flicked the brass switch on the wall by the door. A chandelier flickered into light.


‘I think that we have had unwelcome visitors,’ Charity said as he stepped inside.


Mariah followed and looked about the suite. The room had been ransacked. The large brass porthole swung open on its hinges. The doors to the two sleeping cabins on either side were unlocked and the contents of the sea-trunk had been tipped across the floor.


‘What were they looking for?’ Mariah asked as he sat on the lid of the trunk and sighed.


‘That we will never know, but they have unpacked for us – even if we have to pick every garment from the floor,’ Charity replied. He made safe the revolver and slid it back in his pocket. ‘Whoever was here has left in a hurry,’ he said, pointing to the porthole.


‘But that goes to the outside of the ship – how would they have escaped without falling into the sea?’ Mariah asked as he picked Charity’s telescope from the floor.


Charity thought for a moment and looked about the room. He seemed to be searching for something quite invisible. He raised one eyebrow and scowled. Mariah had seen this many times before. It always came before Charity would announce some great idea or grand scheme.


‘I am beginning to think that we should see Captain Tharakan. We should ask him to search the ship,’ Charity said in a loud voice as he gestured for Mariah to get up from the trunk and walk towards the door. ‘I will ask the steward to come and make the room ready whilst we are gone.’


Charity opened the door. He motioned for Mariah to stand on the far side. He then flicked off the light and slammed the door shut. For a moment they stood in the pitch black. The Triton moved gently in the swell. In the cabin, all was quiet and nothing stirred. They waited in the dark. Mariah realised that Charity thought someone was hiding in the room. He felt scared, his mouth was parched. He tried to breathe as quietly as he could as he listened for the slightest sound.


Then it came – a sound like the creaking of a tree branch. In the half-light, Mariah could see the lid of the trunk lift slightly. First a finger, then a thumb and another finger appeared from under the lid. Mariah watched Charity out of the corner of his eye. He stood back against the wood-panelled wall of the cabin-suite. There was a slight smile on his face, as if he were about to enjoy what was going to happen. A hand appeared as the lid of the trunk lifted even more. Then, bit by bit, a man cautiously stood up in the trunk and looked about the room.


‘We have a guest,’ Charity said as he flicked on the light switch and stepped towards him. ‘Explain yourself!’


The man didn’t reply. His hand darted to the pocket of his suit and then flashed a knife before them.


‘I won’t take you, Charity. I’ll get the boy first. Take another step and you’ll see,’ the man said as his eyes desperately searched for a way of escape.


‘You have me at a disadvantage,’ Charity said. ‘You know my name but I don’t know yours.’ He took a step in front of Mariah.


‘You can hide the boy all you like – but you can’t be with him forever. He should have just died on the train and saved us all the bother,’ the man replied as he pushed back the sleeve of his jacket.


‘Then put down the knife or fear the consequences,’ said Charity.


The man laughed as he again reached into his pocket.


‘I never thought I would have to use this so soon,’ he said as he held out a small glass orb filled with a brown powder. ‘I will have to take my chances.’


Charity stood his ground as he shielded Mariah from the assassin. ‘If I am not mistaken then that is sodium hydride and if the flask is broken there will be a large explosion.’


‘It goes bang, if that’s what you mean,’ the man replied. ‘Out of my way, Charity. Just open the door and I’ll be gone.’


‘But you’re on a ship with one thousand people – how will you ever escape?’ Mariah asked.


‘Now I know why they want you dead – and are willing to pay a price.’


‘I’ll open the door if you tell me who sent you here,’ Charity said.


‘You’ll open the door or else will explode – there shall be no more questions,’ the man replied as he sucked the air nervously through his teeth.


Charity pulled the handle and opened the door. The man stepped from the trunk and looked at Mariah.


‘I’ll be back for you … Some time, some place … Your death waits,’ he said as he edged past Charity and into the corridor.


Then the door slammed into his back, knocking him to the floor.


‘Get down, Mariah!’ Charity shouted as he leapt towards the man.


In an instant the assassin spun out of the way and jumped to his feet like a cat. Charity crashed to the floor of the empty corridor.


‘I didn’t think you’d just let me go,’ the man said breathlessly. ‘They told me that Charity would want to fight.’


Charity kicked out with his feet, knocking the man to the ground. But again, as Charity dived for him, the man leapt to his feet as if he were an acrobat.


‘You must be getting old,’ the man scoffed. ‘Let me go unhindered and give up your foolish games.’


Charity drew his pistol as he got to his feet, aiming it at the man’s head.


‘I never thought I should have to use this, but needs must …’


Before Charity had finished speaking, the assassin threw the circular flask of sodium hydride towards him. It spun like a forbidden planet through space. Mariah leapt from the doorway and seized the orb before it could hit the floor. The man jumped forwards, twisted and somersaulted, and snatched the pistol from Charity’s hand.


‘You are getting old,’ he said as he stepped away. ‘Perhaps it would be a good thing just to kill you both – here and now.’


The man clicked the hammer of the pistol and took aim. Mariah catapulted the orb as hard as he could. Just as the assassin fired the pistol the orb smashed on his forehead.


‘Run!’ shouted Charity as the assassin dropped the gun and staggered back, trying to scrape the gelatinous substance from his burning face.


The corridor shook as an incredible fireball exploded above them. It rolled like a thick black cloud along the ceiling of the passageway. Mariah turned to see the assassin shudder and then disappear in the smoke. He hid his eyes for a moment and then looked back again. The assassin was gone.


Charity got to his feet and wiped the dust from his coat. Mariah saw the bullet hole in his chest pocket.


‘You’ve been shot,’ he said, wondering why Charity wasn’t injured.


‘Spiderweb,’ Charity said as he looked down at a pile of dust, all that remained of the assassin. ‘Completely bulletproof and hand made in Huntress Row. A strange new material.’
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