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Epigraph

“Once you have eliminated the impossible, all that remains—however improbable—must be the truth.”

—SHERLOCK HOLMES
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A Study in Scarlet

ARTHUR WAS A BOY WHO WAS ALMOST NEVER wrong. At school, he had the most annoying habit of working out the answer first, and getting it right, too. His classmates knew this wasn’t his fault—it was simply the way his mind worked.

But if you had asked Arthur Conan Doyle if something was stirring in the air that crisp September day, if he could sense adventure—and danger—drawing near, he would have quickly pegged you for a fortune-teller trying to trick him out of a half penny.

Even Arthur, as it turned out, could be mistaken now and again.

“Is that all?” he asked that fateful afternoon, frowning at the cut of mutton Mr. Fraser had set on his butcher’s scale. Split seven ways, it would barely add up to a mouthful each.

“I’m afraid that’s all your money will buy today, Arthur,” Mr. Fraser replied with a sad smile. Arthur noticed the dark circles beneath the butcher’s eyes.

He glanced at the far end of the sawdust-strewn shop, where Mrs. Fraser usually worked, but she wasn’t there. Her sight had been getting worse lately—he could tell from the way she squinted to see him when he greeted her. Perhaps it had become so bad she could no longer see well enough to work. That meant she would need a doctor, and that Mr. Fraser would have to hire someone to take her place.

In other words, Arthur deduced, Mr. Fraser could no longer afford to give him a bit more than what he could pay for.

“Yes, sir,” Arthur said, and—remembering his manners—“thank you.”

As he moved toward the door, carrying the mutton wrapped in paper, he studied the other customers waiting in line. There was a man who must have been very preoccupied, for he didn’t seem to notice that he had stepped in horse manure on his way to the shop. There was a woman who had patched a tear in her skirt rather shabbily. And a boy who, judging by the bulge in his boot, was concealing a knife.

Better to notice those things than the mouthwatering cuts of veal and pork behind Mr. Fraser’s counter, waiting for other families to come claim them.

They’re not for us, Arthur told himself. Not today, at least.

It was a relief when he stepped out into the sloped cobblestone streets of Edinburgh, which bustled with shoppers and paperboys, horses and girls selling posies of flowers on the corners.

The air smelled of fresh ginger cakes from Barrowclough’s Bakery and was cooled by a southwestern breeze that whispered of autumn. The leaves on the few trees along the road were rattling pleasantly, waiting for their turn to fall.

For young Arthur, there was usually nothing more wonderful than a September afternoon. September heralded the start of a new school year. New lessons. New subjects.

Today, though, the wind brought only a chill to his heart.

Before he knew where his feet were carrying him, he found himself crossing the street to W. Scott Books, where he watched a bookseller arranging her display. He couldn’t make out any of the titles from this side of the glass, but the volumes were every bit as appetizing as the butcher’s finest meats had been—maybe even more so. To think of all the places that lay inside of them, far away from Scotland, all the adventures waiting to be had.

He let out a sigh, fogging the window with his longing.

They’re not for me, he reminded himself again. Not today.

If his family couldn’t afford enough food to fill their bellies, they certainly couldn’t afford books to fill Arthur’s mind.

As if in agreement, the sharp rap of knuckles from the other side of the glass shook Arthur from his thoughts. The iron-haired bookseller was scowling at him from inside, gesturing for him to move along.

As he stepped back onto the crowded sidewalk, Arthur came to a decision.

He remembered Mr. Crabtree, the surly headmaster at Newington Academy whose breath smelled like sour milk, telling Arthur that with a mind as sharp as his, he could truly make something of himself in this world.

But Arthur was not going to be able to test Mr. Crabtree’s theory, for he had decided he would not be returning to Newington Academy next week.

Someone needed to earn for the family, and with his father working less and less, that someone would have to be Arthur. The thought filled him with dread but also determination.

Perhaps he would return to the butcher’s the following day and ask Mr. Fraser for a job as an apprentice. He didn’t much fancy chopping cuts of meat all day, but it beat sweeping chimneys or—he shivered—digging graves.

For now, though, he was needed at home, where his mam would be waiting to make a start on supper.

As he turned, Arthur nearly ran into a woman pushing a baby in a pram up the winding hill.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said.

But the woman barely seemed to notice him.

Strange, thought Arthur.

He looked at her more closely. She was a pretty woman, but her expression was slightly pinched, as if she were in pain. Her face was a pale moon above the bright bouquet that burst from a satchel at her side, and the rich scarlet fabric of her dress. The dress stood out in the crowd of passersby, most of them clothed in drab shades that had half faded to gray.

For an instant, the woman froze.

In that same instant, Arthur put three things together.

First, the woman’s dress was very new.

Second, the baby in the carriage was very small—no more than two months old.

Third, the woman’s breathing was very shallow.

In a flash, the woman’s eyes fluttered, and she tipped forward like a teakettle.

Dropping the parcel of mutton, Arthur threw his arms out as she swooned, catching her just before her head hit the pavement.

Relief filled him as he awkwardly set her down. He had read the signals correctly. Once she had recovered her senses from her fainting spell, this woman would be able to return home safe and sound with her baby.

Her baby!

Arthur’s head whipped around just as the pram began to roll down the sloping sidewalk. He shot out a hand for it, but he was too late. It picked up steam as the hill steepened, moving faster and faster.

His heart gave a leap as the pram jolted over an uneven stone and veered sharply toward the road . . . where a carriage drawn by four enormous horses thundered straight toward it.
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A Rather Strange Encounter


THE BABY’S PRAM WAS ABOUT TO BE TRAMPLED by the horses, but Arthur was too far away to reach it! His eyes scanned the street and then he bent, his fingers finally finding a small stone on the ground.

“Oi!” he shouted with all his might, hurling the stone and praying that it would find its target.

It hit the man walking in front of the pram square in the back of the head, just as Arthur hoped it would. The man whipped around, searching for the culprit, and instead saw the pram hurtling toward the road. He lunged forward and managed to grab its handle just in time. A second later, the carriage pounded past.

Arthur slumped with relief. A small crowd had gathered to see what the commotion was, craning their necks to get a look at the man with the pram. He walked back up the hill, one hand pushing the baby, the other holding fast to the head of a cane. Arthur was surprised to see how elderly the rescuer was—he had made such a sprightly leap.

“Did you throw that rock?” he asked Arthur in a crisp, flat accent.

Arthur couldn’t help but stare as the old man tucked the cane under one arm and adjusted his top hat so he could rub the back of his head. His age wasn’t the only thing Arthur found surprising. The man’s lined face was deeply tanned, as though he’d recently been in the tropics, and his snowy white beard was perfectly groomed. He had a long, narrow nose and gray eyes, and he was dressed in a sharp tweed suit and waistcoat. His cane, Arthur saw now, was a shining mahogany staff topped with a silver raven’s head. Why would an English gentleman like him be in a neighborhood like this?

“I’m very sorry, sir,” Arthur said. “Only, I knew if I called out, you might not realize I was calling to you. You wouldn’t have turned around in time.”

The gentleman considered Arthur for a long moment before his beard gave a little twitch. “Well, I suppose there are worse reasons to inflict a head wound upon a stranger.”

The grouchy bookseller had emerged from her store to help the baby’s mother to her feet. The woman pulled her baby from his nest of blankets and held the child close to her chest.

“I’m told I have you to thank for breaking my fall,” she said to Arthur. Then she turned to the gentleman. “And you for saving my baby.”

The Englishman shook his head. “That was down to the boy, too. If not for his quick thinking, the outcome may have been quite dire. Quite dire indeed.”

After that, there was a bit of a hullabaloo with the mother insisting on Arthur taking the flowers she had just bought from the market and strangers coming up to shake his hand. It was quite dizzying for Arthur, who mostly just wanted to go home. Finally, when the mother and baby had taken their leave and the crowd had dispersed, it was just Arthur and the curious gentleman left behind.

The man leaned against the bookshop window, tapping an unlit pipe against his lips in a thoughtful way. His eyes were piercing when they met Arthur’s.

“You broke that woman’s fall, eh?” he said. “Fast reflexes, I suppose?”

“No, sir,” Arthur replied, unnerved by this stranger’s watchful eye. “I could see she was going to swoon.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

“Well, I could tell her dress was new, and I saw she was quite pale and seemed to be having trouble catching her breath. She had just had a baby, but her waist was very trim. So I thought to myself that while she was out dress shopping, she might also have stopped in to purchase a”—here Arthur lowered his voice to a whisper—“corset.”

He hoped the gentleman wouldn’t think it odd that he knew about such things, but he did share a room with five sisters, after all, and his mam had only just had Baby Constance a few months ago.

Arthur cleared his throat. “But apparently whoever put it on had laced it too tight. And such undergarments have been known to restrict airflow and cause—”

“Fainting spells,” finished the gentleman. “Quite.”

The bell in nearby Newington Church began to chime the hour, and Arthur gasped.

“Please excuse me,” he said, stooping to pick up the package of mutton he’d dropped earlier. “I must be getting home.”

The man tipped his hat to Arthur. “Your powers of observation served you well today,” he said. “Perhaps even better than you know.”

Before Arthur could think of anything to say to such a strange parting remark, the man had faded into the crowd. But not before Arthur had time to notice another odd detail about him. He had come up the hill with the cane in his right hand. Yet as he walked away, he gripped it firmly in his left.
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The Greatest Thing


THE SUN WAS JUST DIPPING BELOW THE horizon when Arthur burst through the door. His five sisters spent the evening hours curled up like cats in every corner of their front room, so it was no surprise when he was immediately pounced upon. Mary threw her little arms around his neck while tottering Caroline latched onto his leg and gave his knee a friendly—but painful—bite.

Ann and Catherine, his elder sisters, were darning socks by the fire, Baby Constance snug in her bassinet between them.

“You’re late,” Ann said, flinging aside her work. She hated sewing. “We’ve been worried!”

“Catherine said there was probably just a line at the butcher’s,” Mary crowed, “but I said it was more likely you’d been kidnapped by highwaymen. Wouldn’t that have been ever so wonderful?”

“Why are you late, Arthur?” asked Catherine, firelight illuminating her serious face. “And what on earth are those?”

“Flowers!” Caroline chirped, jumping to try to reach the gifted bouquet of bell heather and thistle. “My flowers!”

The baby began to giggle at the sight of Caroline, which set Mary off laughing in turn. Arthur grinned. He hadn’t even been able to remove his boots yet.

“I’ll tell you everything at supper,” he said. “But I’d better get this to Mam.”

He held up the package the butcher had given him. Kicking off his boots, he handed the flowers to Caroline and went to find his mam in the kitchen. Her cheeks were flushed from the steam billowing out of the pot on the stove, her dark hair falling out of its braid.

“Oh, Arthur!” she said, her face breaking into a warm smile. “Just in time.”

“It’s not much,” said Arthur as he handed over the small cut of meat. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get any more.”

His mam’s smile did not waver, though something in her eyes shifted. “I’m used to making a little go a long way,” she said. “And besides, Mrs. Gillies stopped by with a handful of potatoes they had going spare. We’ll have a feast!” Then, lowering her voice, she said, “Why don’t you see if your pa will be joining us?”

Arthur did his best to sound at ease. “Of course.”

As his mam turned back to her steaming pot, Arthur tiptoed along the corridor toward a door that was open only a sliver. He peered in and saw his pa seated at his desk, head in his hands. His hair was uncombed, his shoulders slumped. Pasted to the wall were all kinds of newspaper clippings he kept for inspiration, along with his own sketches of fairies and goblins and other fantastical creatures. Strewn around him on the floor were crumpled-up balls of paper, and several empty glass bottles.

On a nearby easel stood a sketch of a monstrous creature, its teeth bared above its waistcoat. Mr. Doyle was an illustrator of children’s books and was completing his work for a new edition of Beauty and the Beast. Or at least, he was supposed to be.

What Arthur’s pa suffered from wasn’t an illness like chicken pox or consumption, which affected the body. Rather, it was an illness of the mind, which left Mr. Doyle a shadow of the man Arthur had once known and still loved.

“Pa?” he asked. “Will you join us for supper?”

“Not tonight, my boy.” Mr. Doyle didn’t move an inch. “I have much work and little appetite.”

Arthur had been expecting this answer, but he still ached for his old pa back. He withdrew, shutting the door quietly behind him.

And so there were only six Doyles—seven if you counted the baby—seated at the table, all of them with tumbling chestnut hair, sandy skin, and each with a lone dimple in their left cheek. Mrs. Doyle ladled out the watery stew into bowls and tore off a morsel of bread for each of her children. Arthur noticed that she saved none for herself.

Though the stew was thin and the bread stale, supper was indeed a feast. Arthur was filled near to bursting with the laughter ricocheting around the table, the smiles of his sisters in the flickering candlelight, and the way his mam gasped when he told them about the runaway pram.

“Say again,” said Catherine, eyebrows furrowed, “how you knew the woman was about to faint?”

“Tell the part about the horses!” demanded Mary, who loved nothing more than a good disaster. “Are you sure no one was injured?”

It was almost possible to forget about the empty seat at the head of the table, a silent ghost in the shadows.

When supper was done, Ann and Catherine returned to their darning while Arthur carried Caroline and Mary up the rickety stairs to the bedroom the children all shared and tucked them into their bed. Then he sat down next to them and told them the next chapter of The Swashbuckling Tales (and Terrible Tragedies) of Timothy Tay, Chivalrous Squire and (Sort of) Swordsman, a story Arthur had made up one night to help Mary fall asleep, just as Mam used to do for him.

When Caroline was softly snoring and Mary’s eyes had fluttered shut, Arthur returned to the kitchen, where his mam was washing up, and took a deep breath.

“I’m going to ask Mr. Fraser for a job tomorrow,” he said. “It seems he needs help in the shop.”

Arthur thought this would be welcome news to his mam, but instead she stiffened. When she turned to him, her round face was pained, but her eyes were fierce.

“Arthur,” she said forcefully. “You mustn’t. I know you want more for yourself. I want more for you. You deserve to stay in school.”

“You deserve to have bread with your supper,” he argued. “And Ann and Catherine deserve new stockings. Someone in this family has to make money.”

She shook her head. “But you, Arthur—you are destined for something great.”

Arthur nudged her shoulder with his own. “But, Mam, family is the greatest thing of all.”

He meant what he said. Still, as he lay in bed that night, his head quickly filled up with all the things he had tried so hard to push away during the day. Questions about a world filled with mysteries begging to be solved.

Those questions are not for you to answer, he told himself sternly. Not now. Maybe not ever.

Finally, he fell asleep.

But it was a troubled sleep that was cut short at dawn the next morning when there came a noise so loud, it shook the whole house.
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An Invitation


BANG! BANG!

Someone was knocking at the door like they meant to break it.

BANGBANGBANGBANGBANG!

Arthur threw back his covers and tumbled down the stairs.

“What’s going on?” came his mam’s voice.

“I don’t know,” said Arthur warily.

Drawing her nightgown close around her, Mrs. Doyle slowly stepped toward the door and cracked it open. After a moment she opened the door wider.

There was no one there.

“Someone playing a trick?” he suggested.

His mam bent down and picked something up off the doorstep. “Maybe not.” She held out her hand to Arthur, and he saw she was holding an envelope.

It was addressed to him.

“But . . . I’ve never had a letter before.”

Even the rare correspondence that occasionally arrived in expensive, foreboding envelopes from his father’s brothers and sisters in London was never addressed directly to Arthur—only ever to his mam.

“Open it,” urged Mrs. Doyle.

Arthur took the envelope and broke the wax seal to pull out the first of two papers inside. It was a letter, written in black ink on fine white paper with a gold border, the letters swooping across the page as though they were dancing. Was it his imagination, or did the paper smell vaguely of gunpowder? He suddenly felt a bit breathless.

“Well?” said Arthur’s mam. “What does it say?”

Arthur read it aloud.

To Young Master Arthur Doyle:

I am pleased to inform you that you have been accepted as a student at Baskerville Hall for the 1868 school year. Baskerville Hall is the most rigorous and innovative school in these British Isles and has produced some of the finest minds of our time. However, because of the highly sensitive and rather unconventional nature of our studies, we guard our secrets closely from the outside world. As such, you must tell no one about your acceptance, barring immediate family.

So—are you ready to challenge all that you know?

Sincerely, 

Professor George Edward Challenger, 

Headmaster, Baskerville Hall

P.S. Term begins tomorrow.
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The Finest Minds of Our Time


THE FRONT DOOR STILL GAPED OPEN, AS though the house itself were stunned by the astonishing letter. Arthur ran his hands over the golden crest at the top of the page, feeling its ridges beneath his fingers to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

Baskerville Hall. The words sent a thrill through him.

“But this is wonderful!” his mam cried. “Let me see!”

When she reached the end of the letter, she peered inside the envelope. “Look, there’s another page! Oh, it has more information about the teachers. Let’s see. Dr. J. H. Watson, Anatomy and Physiology; Dinah Grey, Professor of Theoretical Sciences; Brigadier Etienne Gerard, Languages and Equestrian Arts . . .”

Arthur’s heartbeat quickened. The words began to stir images in his mind of polished oak desks and chalk dust suspended in sunbeams.

But why had he been admitted to this school? He hadn’t even applied.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the study door creaking open. Mr. Doyle shuffled out, still in his clothes from the night before. There were charcoal stains across his left cheek from where he must have fallen asleep against one of his sketches.

“What’s all this fuss about brigadiers?”

“Oh, my dearest,” Arthur’s mam said, “Arthur has been accepted into a school.”

Bewilderment hardened into suspicion on Mr. Doyle’s face. “A school? But Arthur already has a school.”

“This is a special school. It’s called Baskerville Hall. It sounds wonderful. I was just reading about his teachers.”

His teachers. As though they already belonged to Arthur.

“Brigadier Etienne Gerard,” muttered Arthur’s pa, reading over Mam’s shoulder. “I know that name from somewhere. But it can’t be. . . .”

Mr. Doyle dashed back into his study. When he returned a moment later, he clutched a scrap of newspaper that he must have pulled off his wall. The suspicious lines on his face had melted away, and his eyes were wide with a wild delight Arthur hadn’t seen there in a long time.

“Look here,” said Mr. Doyle, stabbing a finger at the sketch of a mustachioed man whose broad chest was crowded with medals. “Brigadier Etienne Gerard! He fought in the Crimean War. He’s a hero. Why, he practically led the Siege of Sevastopol!”

“Think of what he could teach Arthur!” his mam trilled.

“But he won’t,” Arthur said, finally shutting the front door against the chill creeping in.

His parents turned to look at him.

“What do you mean, Arthur?” his mam asked.

Anatomy . . . Theoretical Sciences . . . Equestrian Arts. Such wonderful words. But not for me, he thought. “We can’t possibly afford a school like that,” he said.

Mrs. Doyle laid a gentle hand on her son’s arm. “But, Arthur, look.”

She handed him the second sheet of paper.

Beneath the list of teachers and subjects was a note written in a different hand from the first, its lettering small, tight, and orderly.

Dear Mr. Doyle,

In his haste, it seems Headmaster Challenger has forgotten to mention a few key details. Kindly report to the chapel ruins in Holyrood Park at 6 a.m. sharp tomorrow morning. Only bring with you the essentials. Everything else will be provided.

Finally, all expenses will be taken care of by the school. As our students almost always go on to attain great success in their chosen career paths, the generosity of past generations allows us to offer you tuition free of cost.

We look forward to your arrival.

Sincerely,

Mrs. Louise Hudson

Deputy Headmistress, Baskerville Hall

“Don’t you see?” Mrs. Doyle said. “This is your chance to go and make a name for yourself!”

Hope tugged at Arthur’s heart, but he still couldn’t allow himself to give in to its pull. “I can’t leave,” he murmured, looking up at his mam. He didn’t dare look at his pa. “Even if the school is free, the family needs me here.”

From the corner of his eye, Arthur saw Mr. Doyle’s cheeks flush and wondered if he was angry. But when his pa spoke, his voice was choked.

“My boy,” he said, gripping one of Arthur’s shoulders. “I admit I haven’t been the father any of you deserved. But I won’t allow you to sacrifice your chance at success because of my shortcomings. This school will give you the opportunity to do more for this family than I ever have. I will do my best for your mother and sisters. But you . . . you must go.”

Arthur hesitated for only a moment. Then he threw himself into his pa’s arms. Mr. Doyle returned his son’s embrace, first stiffly, then with a warmth Arthur had sorely missed over the past months.

“Go where?” Mary asked.

Arthur turned to see his sisters gathered on the steps.

“Arthur has been accepted to a wonderful school,” his mam exclaimed. “He’s going to study with the finest minds of our time!”

Only then did Arthur allow himself to believe it. He was really going . . . to Baskerville Hall!

Chaos erupted. Mary began wondering aloud how Arthur would get to the school, and if his journey would be dangerous. “Perhaps you’ll go by boat and meet terrible pirates,” she mused happily. “Or perhaps by a train that derails. Promise you’ll write and tell me all about it!”

Baby Constance, having been roughly deposited in Arthur’s arms, was now drooling with open-mouthed wonder at the commotion.

Arthur cried out as Caroline sank her teeth into his kneecap in protest. Constance burst into a fit of giggles as Arthur hopped around, trying to free his leg. Drool flew through the air.

“Enough!” called Mrs. Doyle, wiping a glob from beneath her eye. Though her cheeks were still glowing with the thrill of the news, her voice was firm. “Arthur leaves tomorrow. We must prepare!”

Arthur’s last hours before leaving seemed to be the shortest in his life. While he couldn’t wait to set eyes on his new school, he wanted to savor his final day with his family. He wanted to hold fast to each moment, but it was like trying to catch sunlight. The hours passed by in a blur, as though the hands on the mantel clock had started spinning unnaturally fast.

Just before supper, Mr. Doyle pulled Arthur into his study and handed him a sketch with a trembling hand.

“Thought you might like to take this with you,” he mumbled.

The drawing was of the Doyle family sitting around the table, the way they did on his pa’s good days. Instead of a stuffy portrait, Mr. Doyle had drawn them all grinning and laughing with one another, as if they had just shared a wonderful joke. He had captured all their curls, their smiles, their dimples, perfectly.

Arthur stared down at the picture. “I love it.”

“It’s so you don’t forget us,” his pa said. “Nor how proud we are of you.”

Arthur didn’t know which meant more—his pa’s drawing or his words.

For her part, Mrs. Doyle presented Arthur and the others with a ginger cake, his favorite, which Mr. Barrowclough the baker had given her for half price since it was slightly burnt.

One moment, Arthur was falling into bed, the taste of sugar and ginger still on his lips. The next, his mam was gently shaking him awake.

“Get up, my boy,” she whispered. “It’s time to go.”
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Arthur’s Seat


THE WINDING STREETS OF EDINBURGH WERE still dark and empty when the two Doyles set out. Arthur clutched the carpetbag that held his most prized belongings, all except for the warm woolen coat his mam had stayed up late into the night mending. That, he pulled tight against the early morning chill as they neared Holyrood Park.

Even in the darkness, the park wasn’t hard to find. Its craggy, gorse-covered slopes loomed over the city, or rather, Arthur’s Seat did. That was the name of the peak in the middle of the park, which was named for King Arthur. Arthur Doyle had spent many a summer morning there, waving imaginary swords and pretending to be the legendary king with whom he shared his name—and who had been the subject of many of his mam’s bedtime stories.

“There it is,” Arthur said, looking up from the base of the hill. “Come on, Mam, or we’ll be late!”

The ancient chapel ruin, which the letter said would serve as their meeting point, sat on a crag about halfway to the top of the peak. Arthur scrambled up, craning his neck to glimpse who might be there.

When at last they reached the ruin, pink clouds to the east had announced dawn’s arrival, which meant it had to be nearly six o’clock. But even in the meager light, Arthur could see that there was no carriage waiting for him at the ruin. There was no one at all, except a few sheep that eyed Arthur and his mam from a distance.

Had the Doyles misread the invitation? Or worse, had the school decided not to accept him after all?

“There’s no one here but us,” Arthur said, a breeze ruffling his hair.

“They’re coming. I’m sure they’re just running a wee bit late,” replied his mam.

“But what if—”

Arthur stopped short as the breeze surged into a wind that howled through the gaps in the ruin wall. Three things suddenly became obvious to him.

First, though the wind blew more fiercely by the minute around the chapel ruin, the trees on the next slope over were completely still. For some reason, the wind had confined itself to this patch of hillside.

Second, there were far more convenient places to meet a coach, and certainly to meet a train or a boat. Which meant he must be traveling some other way.

Third, the enormous cloud approaching them wasn’t a cloud at all.

“It’s an airship!” he cried.

Sure enough, an enormous, oblong balloon was sailing swiftly toward them, like a white whale that had suddenly taken flight. Hanging from the bottom of the balloon were dozens of thick red ropes, which tethered it to a gleaming wooden ship below. It barreled closer and closer, until Arthur could see the emblem from his letter emblazoned on the ship’s side. It was a shield decorated with an ivy-covered chalice and a golden key crossed with a sword.

Below the crest were the words: Scienta per Explorationem.

“It’s going to land right on top of us!” Arthur’s mam exclaimed, gripping his arm.

Indeed, the ship was directly overhead now, just a stone’s throw from flattening them.

But then it came to a sudden stop. It hovered in the air for a moment before something was hurled over the side. A rope ladder unfurled, the bottom rung landing just in front of Arthur’s knees.

“Splendid,” he whispered.

A face appeared over the rail of the ship. Arthur couldn’t make out any details, as the sun behind cast it in shadow. “Morning, Mrs. Doyle,” called a deep voice. “I won’t come down to introduce myself, if you don’t mind. My knees aren’t what they used to be. If young Mr. Doyle could climb up, we’ll be on our way.”

His mam craned her neck to squint at the man, amazed. “I didn’t expect—I mean, an airship. Is it safe?”

“I assure you, it is quite safe,” replied the man firmly but politely, though Mrs. Doyle had barely spoken above a whisper. “Arthur will be in good hands.”

“Then . . . then I suppose this is goodbye,” she said.

Before Arthur could reply, she had pulled him into an embrace so tight it nearly knocked the wind out of him. “Take care, my boy,” she murmured in his ear. “Write to us.”

“I will, Mam,” Arthur wheezed. “Goodbye for now. Make sure to tell Mary about this. She’ll love it.”

Then he turned and started up the ladder to the airship and all the places it might one day take him.
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Seven
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Flying


ARTHUR’S INSIDES TWISTED AS HE CLIMBED, and he couldn’t tell if it was from his frayed nerves or the frayed rope, which swayed madly beneath his fingers. Every time he thought he’d found his balance, his carpetbag crashed into the ladder, sending it swinging again.

Despite the morning’s chill, his palms were beginning to sweat, making it harder to keep his grip.

Only three rungs left . . .

Two rungs now . . .

Arthur’s sweaty palms slipped.

“Ahh!” he cried out, feeling himself arching backward in the air, with thirty feet separating him from the hard ground below.

Then he felt a tight grip on his wrist and a jerk upward, and he was dropped roughly onto the ship’s deck.

“Are you all right, boy?” asked the man. Arthur blinked up at him. His rescuer was peering down at him with fiery eyes. His skin was a deep, bright bronze. He wasn’t very tall, but he had a proud barrel chest and an impressive mane of dark curls atop his rather large head to match his similarly impressive beard. The angles of his face were sharp enough that they might have been chiseled from stone.

“Well?” the man demanded.

“Y-yes,” Arthur stammered. “Yes, sir, I’m all right.”

“Then what are you waiting for? On your feet and pull up the ladder. We’re late.”

The man stomped off toward the helm of the ship as Arthur followed his orders.

Just as he finished with the ladder, a sudden jolt sent him staggering backward. By the time he had regained his balance, all he could see were the clouds that had suddenly enveloped them.

A new, wild feeling filled Arthur, crowding out his fear. This was not a bedtime story, or a page from Gulliver’s Travels. He could reach out and skim the clouds with his own fingers. He was flying—really flying!

“Boy!” the man called. “Come and help me drive this airbag!”

The sun appeared through the clouds, warming Arthur’s cheeks. He could hardly believe this gruff fellow was the same one who had spoken so cordially to his mam. Still, a grin spread over his face. “Yes, sir!”

He made his way past four enormous anchors—two stowed on each side of the ship—to the prow, peering in awe at the vast belly of the balloon above.

“Good,” the captain said as he approached. “You take over from here. I’ve been up all night. Need to catch a few winks before we arrive at the school.”

He stepped back to reveal a complicated system of pulleys and levers, with a spoked wheel at its center. “Take . . . over?” Arthur asked. “But I don’t know how.”

Ignoring him, the captain wrenched open a trapdoor in the ship’s wooden floor. “We’re headed due south,” he called out as he climbed down the steps to the cabin below. “Wake me when we cross into England.”

“But—”

The trapdoor slammed closed, leaving Arthur alone on the deck of the airship. He gulped.

From belowdecks came a loud snore.

Was this some kind of test, or was the man simply mad? Either way, Arthur was going to have to fly the airship. He took a steadying breath and then stepped to the helm. “You can do this,” he whispered.

He took a moment to assess his surroundings. There was a large compass hanging above the wheel. It was pointing southwest. He shifted the wheel slightly to the left, and the compass needle moved to point south.

Well, that had been easy enough.

A hand-drawn map had been stuck to the side of the wheel, with landmarks labeled in the swooping handwriting Arthur recognized from his acceptance letter. He squinted to make them out. Edinburgh was marked, and Liverpool and Manchester and London. And there, in the northwest corner of England, tucked into a painted forest, was a sketch of a little building labeled “Baskerville Hall.”

Arthur’s gaze went northward. Between England and Scotland crept an uneven line marked “Hadrian’s Wall.” Arthur had read about this ancient wall, a defense constructed by the Romans in the age when they still ruled Britain. Relief filled him. When he saw the wall, he would know they were close to England and that it was time to wake the captain.

To the other side of the wheel were assorted pulleys and levers, some of them labeled, others not. One large lever was attached to the ropes that secured the ship to the balloon, and Arthur figured that it must control the distance between the two. Another lever was labeled H. But Arthur couldn’t work out what that one would be for.

For a long while, he stood like a skipper looking out at a brilliant sea, marveling at the moors and mountains passing below. Towns no bigger than shillings appeared here and there.

His heart quickened when he caught sight of a dark, snaking object. The wall? A river? No, it was a set of tracks, with a steam train chugging along them. The airship seemed to be moving faster than the train, though, which was strange. Airships were supposed to be slow. And now that he thought about it, they didn’t normally travel more than a few miles at a stretch, either. . . .

Something on the horizon caught his eye. Dark clouds gathered up ahead, and a bolt of lightning shot through them, a bright needle piercing through gray wool.

Arthur’s eyes returned to the lever labeled with an H. He had just realized what the H stood for.

Hydrogen.

Hydrogen was the lightest element of all—lighter than air. That’s why airship balloons were filled with the stuff. It was cheap, light, and very flammable.

Another bolt of lightning flashed through the sky as thunder shook the ship. They were headed straight into the storm. If lightning struck the balloon, it would explode into a ball of flames.

“Oh, dear,” whispered Arthur. He thought about calling out to the captain for help, but if this was supposed to be a test, that might mean he’d fail. And besides, he doubted he had enough time to go belowdecks and rouse the man anyway. He had to act fast.

Think, Arthur. The storm stretched out over the entire sky before him. There would be no going around it. He could turn the airship back and head north, but the clouds would still swallow them in no time.

The only way to go was down. If Arthur could get the ship to dive quickly enough, it could skirt beneath the lightning’s reach.

That part would be simple enough. The more hydrogen in the balloon, the lighter it was, and the higher they flew. Less hydrogen, in turn, would cause them to fall. But fast enough to avoid the lightning?

Arthur had no choice but to find out. Another flash tore through the sky. It was close enough that Arthur smelled the crackle of its electric charge. He reached out and jerked the hydrogen lever down as far as it would go.

For a long moment, he felt suspended in air.

Thunder snarled from all sides, like a pack of hungry wolves closing in.

Arthur gulped.

Then he felt a sudden swooping sensation in his stomach as the ship began to plummet through the clouds.

“Yes!” cried Arthur. “It’s working!”

The ship fell—down, down, down—until the sky grew lighter and the rain faded to a gentle patter. When the next lightning strike came, he could just make out its muffled light through the cover of the storm clouds high above.

He’d done it!

But his relief was punctured by another realization.

The ship was still falling, and faster now.

Arthur shot out a hand to push up the lever, hoping to pump more hydrogen back into the balloon.

But the lever wouldn’t budge.

They were above a farm. Arthur could make out the tiny cows grazing there, blissfully unaware of the giant balloon rapidly crashing toward them. He pushed against the lever again, putting all his weight behind it. Nothing.

He backed away and took a running start, thrusting his shoulder under the stubborn lever.

But the lever didn’t move, and now Arthur’s shoulder throbbed.

At least Mary will get her disaster story, he thought. Only I might not be around to tell it.

Just as Arthur was thinking this grim thought, his eyes fell on one of the four iron anchors he’d passed when he boarded the airship.

If he couldn’t make the balloon more buoyant, perhaps he could make the ship weigh less. He scrambled across the deck and unclipped the first anchor from its mooring. It took all his might to thrust it over the rail’s edge. There was no time to watch it fall, as the ship, suddenly off-balance, tilted starboard. Arthur slid down the deck to the opposite anchor and heard a loud THUD as the first one hit the ground, followed by several moos of protest from the cows below.

He heaved the next anchor over the other side of the ship, then moved to the stern to loosen the anchors there.
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