
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


Miss Alice
Lovelady’s

First
Omnibus

of her

Inexplicable
Adventures

 


 


All Story
Copyrights © Sadie Swift 2016

Cover design by
Jacqueline Sweet.

 


Distributed by
Smashwords

 


www.sadieswift.com

 


This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your own use only, then
please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard
work of this author.

 


All rights
reserved.

All the
characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to
actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 


 



 


 


Contents




 


Mr Tok

The Caspian Star

Katherine

Also
Available

 


 



 


Mr. Tok





One

 


 


I didn’t
like the way the penguin looked at me. There seemed to be something
unusual about its eyes. The strange yellow eyebrows I could cope
with; its long black frock coat was something I could… try to
ignore. But its eyes…

A brass
plaque to one side informed me it and its brethren were Rockhopper
penguins. I had no knowledge to prove or disprove this information
so assumed it was correct. A feeling of relief washed over me as it
turned its gaze and rejoined it’s fellows in a strange hopping
dance over the stone-coloured stage.

“Just like real ones,” my companion, Sir Percival, said next
to me, derailing my train of thought.

“Really?” I queried, drily.

“Certainly.”

“They must have very good tailors to get the black jacket to
fit.”


Uncertainty tinged his voice.

“Well… Perhaps certain liberties have been
taken.”

I reckoned the liberties
he mentioned may have been taken and dumped in a
river in an old sack.

“Must be going, Miss Lovelady. No time to waste. Lots to see
and do,” he added quickly, shooing me away from the collection of
bespoke-tailored yellow-eyebrowed birds. They continued to dance
around each other to their internal clockwork programming for the
amusement of the exhibition attendees.

Suddenly
I had the strangest feeling I was being watched. Quickly I turned
round. Was a penguin looking at me? Before I could be certain my
line of sight was obscured by a large man in an ill-fitting suit
and his female companion.

At least Sir Percival was right about the last part – there
certainly was an almost overwhelming number of things to see and an
awful lot to do at Queen Victoria’s Annual Inventor’s Exhibition.
He reminded me of a child unexpectedly locked in a toy store
wondering what to play with first. We’d visited the penguins to
begin with because I was curious and it would get the crowds of
people between us and the ever-present Department
liaison.

On our
meanderings we stopped and joined many others watching a
demonstration of Mr Gatling’s new steam-powered firearm. The large,
leather-suited elderly gentleman I took to be Mr Gatling was
smiling and nodding to possibly imaginary acquaintances in the
audience.

“Ten shots per second!” Mr Gatling’s younger assistant loudly
said in his white shirt and red braces.

Our
fellow watchers ‘oohed’ at that. I glanced up into Sir Percival’s
face. He wasn’t overly excited. Past his large bushy white beard
and moustache I saw his pale blue eyes glancing here, there, and
everywhere, but certainly not at Mr Gatling’s gun. Even when the
assistant picked it up and blasted several large holes in a
man-shaped wooden target he nary raised a hairy eyebrow.

The
sound of gunfire was quickly crushed to nothing by the overwhelming
crowd chatter, so that the only evidence a gun had been fired was
the slowly rising steam and black smoke heading towards the
gaslight chandeliers high above our heads.


Something caught Sir Percival’s attention and he grabbed my
elbow to better guide us through the throng. He seemed to be in a
hurry so with my other hand I lifted up the skirt of my newly
bought dark-blue bustled dress (which matched the frock-coat of my
companion) so as not to tread on it and let him forge our
path.

A purple
glow, that I had only recently become familiar with, appeared to be
our destination and we soon found our way jammed by fellow
attendees.

“What do you make of it?” I asked.

“Hopefully a new aetheric device.” His normally deep voice was
hushed like he was in a place of worship. I suppose the annual
inventor’s exhibition was
his place of worship.


Excitement burst in me like receiving an unexpected kiss. If
an inventor was exhibiting a new aetheric device then it would most
certainly be worth seeing.

Being of smaller stature I began worming my way into any
space I could find between the crowd members with the aim of
getting as close as humanly possible to the demonstration. Sir
Percival’s hand on my elbow was now serving to let him follow me
instead of vice versa.

One
large fellow seemed to take offense at my actions but he caught
sight of someone behind us and grudgingly moved away; the
Department liaison could sometimes prove useful. The auburn-haired
lady the fellow was with gave me a secretive, timid smile and my
heart fluttered. She was gorgeous, slightly shorter than me, and
wore a very expensive-looking dark red dress. There seemed to be
another fellow keeping an eye on her and the man she was with. Was
she someone important?

Although Sapphic love (which in a strange way had brought me
into Sir Percival’s employ) wasn’t
outlawed under Queen Victoria it was always best to be circumspect.
Therefore, making sure my actions were out of sight of her
companions, I brushed my short dark blond hair away from my face
and then gently caressed her hand with the fingers of my leather
glove. ‘I know,’ I said with my eyes, wishing I could lose myself
in her hazel ones. But I was only here at the express request of
Sir Percival and so unable to make more of the matter, however much
I most dearly wanted to. Dragging myself
away I continued on towards our destination wondering who she was
and hearing Sir Percival muttering apologies for my sharp
elbows.

We
reached the brass chain and stanchioned edge of the slightly raised
demonstration platform. Looking around I saw the wide eyes of our
fellow audience lit by the coruscating purple light emanating from
two large glass spheres atop fluted brass stands.

I could
see no obvious power supply for the sphere’s contents and stood on
tip-toe to whisper into Sir Percival’s overly hairy ear, “What’s
powering it?”

“As yet I don’t know. Let us observe further,” he whispered
back, handing me a pair of brass goggles. Safety first as he
relentlessly advised me.

I
managed to put the goggles on over my short, dark blond hair
without ruffling it too much – short hair was far safer in a
laboratory and I still had thoughts of a certain hazel-eyed lady –
and wondered why we were whispering as the almost mesmerised faces
of the crowd let me think I could probably dance naked in front of
them and they’d’ve been none the wiser. Even wearing the safety
goggles I made sure not to look directly into the spheres for too
long as I’d learnt it had a markedly deleterious effect upon
mammalian eyesight.

Movement
from one side of the low stage caught my eye and a tall thin
gentleman with black hair seemingly painted to his head emerged
from behind a red velvet curtain. He wore an open white lab coat
over a tweed suit. I wasn’t able to make out the exact colour due
to our goggles and the sphere’s light. Seeing his audience’s
excited faces he smiled. It wasn’t one I particularly liked as it
seemed too shark-like for my taste.

I felt
and heard a silent ‘harumph!’ from Sir Percival beside me. “I
should have known it was Peter Frost,” his voice dropped into
disappointment at the man’s name. “Well, best see if the bounder
has a smidgen of useful information,” he added with a disappointed
sigh.

Mr
Frost’s eyes swept over the audience and his smile seemed to falter
slightly at seeing a be-goggled Sir Percival and myself watching
him. Regaining his composure he walked forwards to stand between
the two spheres. They were roughly two feet in diameter and the
height of his shoulders.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your esteemed interest in
my work.”

At this
the ladies tittered and preened themselves for being so clever by
merely standing in front of him, while the men puffed their chests
out at each other. I nearly threw up.

“You see before you the very pinnacle of modern-day aetheric
invention.”

He let
the excited ‘ooh’s’ and ‘aah’s’ die down before continuing. I was
now on the verge of relieving Mr Gatling of his new gun and doing
serious damage with it.

His
voice changed down in tone. “As many of you know aetheric energy
will soon overtake steam as the world’s major power source as it is
in plentiful supply. The only problem being drawing it into this
world and harnessing its unique qualities.”

He moved
closer to the attentive crowd, possibly the more gullible ones, and
continued, “In front of you I demonstrate the harnessing of this
energy source. Each of these spheres is using enough aetheric
energy to power several hundred homes!”

The awed
gasps almost sucked him into the audience. One lady almost swooned
but I managed to viciously poke her in the whalebone corset before
she could keel over.

“I shall now demonstrate the patent pending principles of my
unique invention.”

At long
last he seemed to be getting to the nitty gritty. I felt Sir
Percival’s body stiffen as he made ready to memorise everything
Peter would say.

Peter
opened his mouth but then stopped as if struck dumb. This wasn’t a
symptom of aetheric poisoning I was aware of and turned to ask Sir
Percival’s thoughts on the matter when a Rockhopper penguin’s head
flew down and smashed one of the glass spheres in front of us
resulting in a tremendous purple explosion.

Then the
screams began.
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Loud
eruptions came from behind, echoing around the building like
thunder, and the frightened crowd forced us towards the
demonstration and the raging purple aetheric fire. Luckily the
second sphere was still intact.

“Put it out, Peter!” yelled Sir Percival trying to make
himself heard over the screams and explosions.

Peter
had been thrown to the ground by the force of the sphere’s
explosion and was wiping his face as if stunned.

“Bu– Bu–” he gabbled.

“Idiot,” sir Percival said under his breath and quickly
climbed over the brass chain lifting me over afterwards. I was too
startled to voice my thoughts of such man-handling, especially as I
also caught sight of another severed Rockhopper penguin head
shattering one of the gaslight chandeliers high above us. Hot,
sharp glass rained down on the chaotic crowd eliciting yet more
screams. I hoped Hazel-eyes was safe.

While
Sir Percival dragged me over to deal with the purple fire I saw the
bald bulky-bodied Department liaison quickly heading our way
pushing people out of his path. He was certainly single-minded
about his job. Luckily I was with probably the only person in the
whole place who knew what to do. Unfortunately that also meant I
was closer to an aetheric fire than I really wanted.

“What’s the power source!” Sir Percival yelled at
Peter.

“W–?” he looked confusedly up at Sir Percival.

“This is for your own good, Peter.”

“W–?” he tried to say again.

Sir
Percival’s hand flashed out and slapped Peter’s cheek so hard his
head jerked to the left.

“Now, where’s the power source?”

Perhaps
not wanting a repeat of such uncouth behaviour Peter’s right hand
pointed towards the curtain he’d appeared from earlier.

Leaving
Peter on the ground Sir Percival tugged me after him and headed to
the curtain. Behind us the Department liaison had climbed over the
brass chain and was skirting round the purple fire in our
direction.

The
curtains reduced the chaotic screaming and noise so I could make
out Sir Percival’s quick muttering to himself. One of the things
I’d found I was good at was understanding what he wanted, sometimes
before he even knew it himself. So it was that while he examined a
veritable birds-nest of brass pipes and levers and pulleys I rooted
through an obsessively neat toolbox.

“Sir Percival! We leave now!”

The
Department liaison had caught up with us.

Sir
Percival stood up straight and glared at him through his
goggles.

“You understand the danger. If I don’t do something the whole
building, possibly this area of London, will be a
crater.”

I could
have done without this information.

“Then I need to get you out now.”

“Miss Lovelady, see to him,” he said, turning back to the
power source.

I do
wish he didn’t do this to me. The Department liaison and I
exchanged looks. I smiled and shrugged apologetically at his broad
stoic face.

The
noise from the exhibition suddenly dropped to nearly nothing. We
shared a puzzled look and he joined me in carefully peered round
the curtain.

It looked like the majority of the crowd had managed to
escape, which was lucky because in the distance a strange white
mist seemed to crawl over the exhibition floor. The people that
breathed it fell insensible to the ground. I didn’t see any move
again. Injured attendees tried to crawl away from the mist calling
for aid. Small fires were threatening to increase into major ones
if left unchecked. But that wasn’t what
held my attention.

Chills ran up and down my spine as out of the mist I saw the
group of Rockhopper penguins living up to their name by hopping
over the still and occasionally moving bodies in our direction.
Their eyes shone purple, and they had some sort of death-breath as
the same strange white mist escaped from their orange beaks. I felt
this wasn’t their normal method of catching food, although it was
very effective as whoever breathed it ceased moving. Quickly I
looked around the auditorium floor trying to remember the dress
Hazel-eyes wore but couldn’t make her out. I could only hope that
she’d escaped.

Slowly walking behind the murderous penguins was a strange
jerky figure. Even though I could guess he wore some sort of
breathing apparatus his own bodyshape and mannerisms reminded me
uncomfortably of gothic nightmare visions. He was covered head to
toe in some shiny black material, two black canisters on his back had tubes leading to a black facemask.
His left arm and leg seemed to be badly hinged and he would shuffle
and then jerk his body forwards onto his left foot.

Still
dazed Peter watched the strange apparition and his poison-breathing
penguins move towards him, the purple fire and sphere providing an
otherworldly feel to the scene.

The
Department liaison and I again looked at each other and then at Sir
Percival.

With
fear making my voice nearly fail me I managed to whisper, “Have you
solved it yet?”

“Monkey wrench,” Sir Percival tersely responded.

I
hastened to the toolbox and retrieved the requested tool. After
handing it to him I asked the Department liaison, “Do you have a
gun?”

Silently
he nodded.

“Would it be too much to ask you to use it?”

He
reached into his tweed jacket and brought out a small handgun.
Carefully I peered round the curtain. The purple-eyed penguins had
stopped their movement with some standing on the floor, others on
top of motionless bodies. The black-covered person approached Peter
as he lay on the ground next to his aetheric devices.

“Toby? I– I thought you were dead?” he said to the advancing
apparition.

Meeting
the brass chain the figure moved his left hand forwards so the
chain was between his fingers and, like they were scissors, he
snipped it in half. The sound of metal hitting the floor was
strangely loud in the almost silent auditorium.

“Toby is dead, Peter,” the figure said in a harsh rasping voice. “I
managed to survive, dragging my ruined body from out of the pit you
created to kill me. Using my knowledge of clockwork devices and the
aether I rebuilt myself, making it better, stronger. I am no
longer Toby,” the
figure seemed to spit his name out. “But Tok, a higher evolved
human. A self-evolved human.”

Oh dear. Oh dear, dear, dear. It sounded like he was well on
the path to insanity, caused by safety not being first during aetheric
experiments.

“What? What do you mean?” Peter said.

I could
hear the fright in his voice and, turning to the Department
liaison, hissed, “Shoot him.”

Just as
he pointed his small gun at the black figure, the purple aetheric
fire disappeared.

“Yes!” Sir Percival said loudly behind us, completely
oblivious to the danger past the curtain.

“No!” cried Tok at the loss of the aether.

Then
both Peter and Tok looked in our direction spying myself and the
liaison. Tok raised his left hand and pointed his fingers as if
aiming a gun. I didn’t like the look of it.

Small
bursts of compressed gas fired from his fingertips and little
tracers of purple headed towards us. I dove into the Department
liaison to get him out of the way – Tok hadn’t seen Sir Percival
and didn’t know he was there – and we tumbled to the ground. I felt
a sting in my arm and saw the blue dress material had been sliced
open. Red blood began to seep out and then quickly turned a nasty
shade of purple. A chill went through me as I knew aetheric poison
was now invading my body.

The
Department liaison scrambled to his feet and grabbed Sir Percival’s
arm. He started to drag him further into the darkness to find a way
out while leaving me lying on the ground. But Sir Percival noticed
me.

“Wait–” he began showing his surprise at what was
happening.

“We go. Now.”

Resolve
flared in Sir Percival’s be-goggled face.

“No. She comes with me.”

The
Department liaison pushed against Sir Percival’s reluctance but
found there was a reason in his university days he’d been picked to
be a front row in rugby scrums – he was trying to move an immovable
force.

Ignoring
the Department liaison’s feeble efforts Sir Percival walked back
towards me and bent down to grab my wrist just as Tok appeared
round the curtain. He took one look at the black covered figure and
heaved me over his shoulder like I was merely a sack of coal then
ran to Peter’s power source and, picking up the wrench, laid about
it like a madman. All the time I felt further stings of aether
darts.


Apparently satisfied with his wanton destruction he ran after
the Department liaison.

Lifting
my head I saw Tok standing still watching us leave, probably
knowing he had no chance to catch us, but also the power source
flaring bright orange – Sir Percival had damaged it enough so that
it would melt and be useless to Tok.

My
vision now had a strange purple tinge. From reports Sir Percival
had given me to read (as a sort of ‘don’t do this’ lesson) I knew
my lifespan would be severely truncated. Strange thoughts boiled up
in my mind – why didn’t I just kiss the girl when I had the chance?
I should have knifed the disgusting fellow after the Christmas
party; Why are a flamingo’s knees on backwards? Funny what the
brain thinks of in times of stress. So funny that, as I was
bouncing along on Sir Percival’s shoulder, I started giggling which
then turned into a laugh which then turned into gasping for breath
while wetting myself with uncontrollable hilarity. This was the
next phase of poisoning.

Then
darkness.
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The
mists of a dream evaporated from my mind and I realised I’d
forgotten why it was so important that I chase the spoon down the
road.

Memories
tentatively came back. Was I dead? I didn’t feel dead.

Moving
slightly I realised I was in a sweat-soaked bed. And that I was
naked. In a strange way I hoped it had been Sir Percival who
unclothed me as I knew he had absolutely no interest in my body –
he was rather fond of the Cossack Horseriders Weekly publication
that I discreetly obtained for him. I smiled knowing how he must
have hated seeing a horrible female body.

Why was
I alive? I’d been hit by aetheric poison; I’d seen my blood turn
purple. What had happened?

A slow
rhythmic breathing came to my ears.

A clock
ticked.


Carefully I opened my eyes a crack. Flickering gaslight came
from my left. I was in a plain room with whitewashed walls. Was I
in a morgue? Would my waking up give someone a case of
hysteria?

With my
eyes adjusted to the light I fully opened them. To one side Sir
Percival slept, slumped in a chair. His profusion of hair seemed
more unkempt than usual and his lab coat was in desperate need of
ironing.

He had saved me. For the second time. I had no illusions as
to why he’d carried me away from being killed by Mr Tok – I kept
him out of prison. By pretending to be his amour I gave the Department no
reason to suspect and charge him for being a homosexual. Without me
he’d die in a squalid cell in Newgate. Without him I’d be stuck as
a lowly domestic servant or tutor to some rich snotty-nosed
offspring. Whereas with him I’d immeasurably expanded my horizons,
and helped pushed back the boundaries of aetheric knowledge. Not
forgetting the nice dresses, of course.

I
recognised the room as one we used in case an experiment extended
overnight and we needed to stay close to it by taking turns
sleeping.

Turning
my head I saw the clock on the little side table. It said the time
was One o’clock. Whether this was in the AM or PM was unknown to me
as the room had no windows.

My
throat was dry and I cleared it hoping to wake Sir Percival up so
he could get me some water.

He
didn’t move.

I tried
louder and he mumbled something about high boots. Oh dear, he was
having another Cossack dream. Nothing else for it. I slowly tried
to roll onto my side and found that I was weaker than a
kitten.

I rolled
back into my warm, damp, body-shaped patch and croaked, “Sir
Percival.”


Nothing.

I
managed to get more saliva in my throat and tried again.

“Sir Percival!”

He
struggled awake like he was in the midst of doing something my mind
shied away from with a muscular (and probably naked) Cossack
horserider.

His eyes
blinked and he looked wildly round the room as if hoping to see a
strapping young gentleman. His eyes eventually settled on me and he
smiled. Apparently I would do.

“Good. I didn’t know if it would work.”

“Water.”

“Hmm? Oh, water. Yes.”

He got
up groaning as his muscles seemed not to have moved for a while,
and headed out of the door.

“Stay there,” he unnecessarily advised me.

While I
waited for his return I tried moving my limbs. They were
serviceable but very weak. What was wrong with me? Then I chided
myself for complaining that I wasn’t dead.

The
sound of footsteps returned and Sir Percival entered with a glass
of water.

He pulled his chair closer to me and sat in it, letting his
arms rest on the bed while gently tipping
the glass so I could sip from it.


Curiosity was burning a fire in my mind.

“What happened?” I asked between sips.

“We got you out of there. You owe me for suit by the way.
Disgusting side-effect. I’m afraid your dress can never be worn
ever again. I’ve put it out to be incinerated.”

“I meant, why aren’t I dead?”

He
looked away for a moment as if deliberating how much he could tell
me.

“A few years ago I tried to develop a tincture to counteract
my own… inclinations.”

I looked
at him blankly.

He gave
a deep sigh and said, “To try and stop me liking men.”

I had no
idea what to make of this and managed to cover my confusion
somewhat by sipping some more water.

“Using my knowledge of the aether I tried to change my
personality. In the course of its development I accidentally found
it was successful against aetheric poison.”

He’d
given me something he’d made to try and stop being attracted to
men? How would if affect me? It stopped me dying of course, but…
was I still attracted to the fairer sex? I imagined Hazel-eyes, and
kissing her soft sweet lips, running my hands through her auburn
hair, our hands exploring each other’s bodies.

It was
rather enjoyable.

“It doesn’t seem to have affected me.”

“No, it had no effect on me either.”

“Are you still trying to develop it?”

“No. Not since I discovered the side-effects.”

My blood
ran cold.

“Side-effects?”

“I’d resemble Grimaldi’s clown.”

He’d
completely lost me now.

Seeing
my utter bewilderment he reached past me and picked up a mirror I’d
not seen as it had been lying flat next to the clock. He held it up
so I could behold myself.

My dark
blond hair was gone. It was now a bright shade of pink. I was
speechless. I also looked very sweat-stained.

“Imagine me with my beard and hair like that? I’d not be able
to show myself in public. I’d have to shave it all off.”

“But to know it did this,” I shuffled my shoulders vaguely
trying to indicate my new coiffure colour, “You must have had pink
hair for a period of time?”

“I made good use of black boot polish, and it was well before
we met, Miss Lovelady. I kept wondering whether I should dispose of
the concoction, but never got round to doing anything about it.
Just as well, don’t you think?”

“How long will it last?”

“I’ve no idea. I gave you a rather large dose as your symptoms
were far advanced; as your dress and my suit will
attest.”

“What about the Department? Surely they must think I’m
dead?”

“I’ll just say that it was the power of our love.”

We both
grimaced at the very idea.

“Really?”

“No, I’ll probably say I built a machine that filtered the
poison out of your blood, or somesuch nonsense.”

“Will I always be this weak?”

“I found that after a few hours I was as right as rain. I did
however use a lower dose,” he said as if thinking out loud. “Best
get some rest,” he added quickly, avoiding looking at me while he
took his chair back against the wall and sat in it.

“Are there any other side-effects I should know
about?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

Sleep
was reclaiming me and I closed my eyes wondering how I should show
off my new hair colour. Maybe flowers or a clashing fascinator.
Perhaps even a top hat – I did look rather circus-like.

“Oh, by the way, Miss Lovelady?”

“Hmm?” I mumbled.

“The Department have told me that we must find a way to stop
Mr Tok before he strikes again.”


Unladylike swear words and strange penguins followed me down
into the dreaming depths.
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The next
morning (after a very thorough wash) I assuaged a ravenous hunger
with more kedgeree than was safe for most humans. Then I put my
lab-coat on over a plain blue working dress and joined Sir Percival
in the fully equipped laboratory (the secret Government Department
was very well funded). I felt fully rested now and wanted to get
things back to normal as fast as possible.

The
large brass pipes running along the ceiling to carry away noxious
vapours felt like old friends, and I realised how much I’d miss
them if I were dead.

We had
no aetheric experiments currently active so the large windowless
room was quiet and thankfully odour-free.


Reflections of my pink hair followed me in the empty
glassware as I walked over to the bench where Sir Percival sat. A
magazine was slightly open in front of him and I caught sight of a
headline stating ‘Ivan and his Rock Hard Buns’. If he were such a
useless baker why was he advertising his wares? Quickly Sir
Percival slid the publication under a open buff folder.

“Do you have any ideas about Mr Tok?” I asked, pulling my
favourite stool over and sitting by his side.

The buff
folder looked to contain a typewritten report. He glanced at my
hair noting the mother-of-pearl combs I’d used as decoration and
indicated the report, “We must examine the facts, Miss Lovelady,
and deduce a plan of action.”

He
scrubbed at an imaginary stain on the bench with the elbow of his
white lab coat which had the added effect of moving the other
publication deeper into hiding beneath the folder. I decided not to
press the issue.

“And?”

“I… er think better with a cup of tea.”

“So, nothing?”

Except
the joys of Russian horse riding, and possibly baking, I thought
primly to myself.

“The facts seem so disparate as to make no sense.”

Leaning
over I pulled the report sheets closer and examined what was
currently known about Mr Tok and his attacks. Apparently the only
link between the places Tok appeared was that they had large
amounts of aether. Which he was probably stealing to power his
madness. And the penguins.

Why did
I always come back to the penguins?

Why use
penguins? Was it something from his childhood? What places had
penguins? I believe London Zoo had a colony. Were they Rockhopper
ones though? Was he a deranged zookeeper? Maybe that was a thread
to examine. Museums? Those specialising in natural
history?

“Penguins,” I said to Sir Percival.

He took
a moment to process what I’d said. “Those ones with the black suits
you were wary of at the exhibition?”

I’d
forgotten he’d not seen the death-breath Rockhopper penguins on the
attack, just Mr Tok in his black suit. Quickly I brought him up to
speed and saw his cloud-like eyebrows try to float away off his
head at the conclusion of my summary.

“They did that?” he said, aghast.

I
nodded, “Indeed. Most disconcerting.”

“Why Rockhopper ones though?” he said, mirroring my own
thoughts. “Perhaps a visit to London Zoo?”

“What about the aether? Do you know of anywhere else that
would be experimenting with it?”

“Only a very few places. At least three universities. And
here, of course.”

Ah, I’d
forgotten about that little nuance. “Would be attack
us?”

“The Department is very protection-minded. Also I designed
most of the defence systems myself. Although none of my plans took
into account the offensive capabilities of penguins…” his voice
tailed off and I noticed he was looking up at the brass tubes
running above our heads.

I saw
they were certainly spacious enough for a largish black and white
flightless bird to traverse.

We
looked at each other.

“Perhaps it’s time to upgrade the protective devices?” he
said.

“Indeed. I believe I shall sleep more soundly knowing no frock
coat-wearing bird will be able to enter and kill me.”

“I shall put it to the Department forthwith.”

“Shall we begin the investigation with a trip to the zoo, Sir
Percival?”

“I believe we shall, Miss Lovelady. But perhaps also take
along some protection.”
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The
Department liaison accompanied us on our trip to London Zoo. His
large size contained in a tweed suit and coat seemed to eat up the
interior space in the steam carriage Wilkins drove. Before we
departed both gentlemen took in my new hair colour with aplomb and
I felt slightly put out by it. Was I hoping for some expression of
disgust or surprise? Or was I getting the feeling of ‘oh, what’s
that silly girl gone and done now?’. Whatever it was it decreased
my enjoyment of the experience of two trips out in as many days and
cast a pall over my thoughts while I watched puffy clouds play with
the sun over the open fields and woods.

Whether
it was due to my thoughts or something else I certainly picked up a
sense of unease as soon as we entered the outskirts of London.
Pedestrians seemed to be hurrying to their destinations and ladies
who loitered outside shops were soon chivvied along by their
companions.

“Something seems amiss,” I said to Sir Percival.

He
glanced out the window his side and nodded. “Indeed, Miss Lovelady.
Perhaps the aftermath of the exhibition.”

A
thought came to me, “Will we be able to gain access to the zoo?” I
asked the liaison, in case they’d closed due to the events of last
night.

“Yes, Miss. I have been in touch with superiors at the
Department. London Zoo have been informed and will provide entry.
They are apparently puzzled by such important interest.”

It was
what those in the Navy called a ‘long shot’, but the Rockhopper
link with Mr Tok was an intriguingly strange one.

Our
carriage arrived at the Broadwalk and we chuffed sedately through
Regents Park towards the zoo. I could smell the place before seeing
it as there was a definite ‘country’ scent in the air.

Wilkins
rolled to a stop outside the entrance and the Department liaison
exited first to check the surroundings. When he was satisfied we
weren’t going to be jumped upon by the excited children lined up at
the entrance he held out a hand and helped me down. A few childish
titters reached me – they must have seen my hair. It was definitely
beginning to grow on me, in both senses of the word.

Before
leaving I’d changed into a more practical leather bodice and
trousers, with a white blouse. In order to hide my weaponry I’d
also brought a long leather coat. My hair contrasted gorgeously
with it. Even though I say it myself I did look rather
spiffing.

Sir
Percival handed me a long wooden container that contained my gun.
Over the time I’d been working in the laboratory I’d made
modifications to it among which were Tesla coils, some rather nice
engraving, and other knick-knacks. Quickly I opened the box and
flicked a switch to charge the coils, then slid the box out of
sight under my long coat into a long pocket made specially to
accommodate it.

Yet more
childish laughter reached my ears when the hirsute Sir Percival
made his appearance. He’d informed me of his dislike for wearing
hats (some traumatic childhood incident he hadn’t divulged to me),
so his hair was frequently the centre of attention. Making sure his
pistols were decently secreted about his tweed country-gentleman’s
attire he joined me in following the liaison to the
gate.

Due to
the Department’s query we were met at the entrance by the short,
stout zoo manager. Eyeing us suspiciously (especially our hair) and
probably wondering who we were he carefully shook our
hands.

“Welcome, may I ask if there was any special animals you
wished to visit?”

“The penguins,” replied Sir Percival.

The
manager smiled, probably thinking we were just visiting dignitaries
bent on enjoying ourselves. “A fine sight. Please follow
me.”

Turning
he led the way past a uniformed worker who held the gate open for
us and then securely locked it behind.

Happy
chattering from the fellow visitors mixed with strange sounds from
the animal exhibits met us as we walked along. Sir Percival walked
with the manager chatting about the animals we passed. The
Department liaison, looking like a grumpy hippo, followed behind
keeping an eye on everyone that he could, and I walked in the
middle my long coat flapping around my legs feeling somewhat like
one of those penny-dreadful fictional cowboys - armed and going
after the black-hatted bad guy.

We
arrived at the penguin enclosure and I had a nasty flashback to the
previous evening when I saw the yellow eyebrows. These though
weren’t wearing bespoke black frock coats, and their eyes didn’t
have a strange purplish tinge. In fact they were rather
sweet.

“How many staff have worked with these?” asked Sir
Percival.

“Since we obtained them? Many. They do rather grow on
one.”

“Any strange occurrences you know about?” I asked.

“Er, with any large group of staff there are bound to be…
shenanigans. Do you wish to feed them?” he very quickly
added.

My eyes
met with Sir Percival’s. Shenanigans, indeed. I left it to him to
pursue the matter further.

“Would you like a fish, Miss?”

Looking
round I saw one of the staff, a youngish fellow with the merest
beginnings of a beard starting to grow, with a bucket. His uniform
seemed to have strange stains on it.

“Er, no thank you. I’ve barely finished breakfast.”

“For the penguins, Miss.”

Luckily
his voice only had the barest trace of ‘she’s an idiot’ in
it.

“I apologise. No, thank you.” Then a thought occurred to me
and I gently touched his arm to pull him away from the higher-level
dialogue Sir Percival was having with the manager.

“Do you have any trouble with the penguins?” I asked
quietly.

“Oh, no, Miss. Lovely creatures. Daft as hatters,
though.”

“Any staff overly fond of them?”

“You mean… ?” His innocent blue eyes looked into
mine.

How to
word this? “Do you know of anyone that was dismissed in strange
circumstances?”

He
looked around in case of being overheard. We were surrounded by
small over-excited children and a few harried adults trying to keep
them under control. He drew me into an emptier space. “I heard of
one chap. Nothing to do with me,” he added hastily.

“Oh, no,” I assured him. “I’m sure a fine upstanding fellow
like yourself would do nothing amiss. Tell me about this
fellow.”

I moved
closer and discovered an unfortunate fishy smell. Hopefully it was
just the bucket he still carried.

“Well,” his eyes darted around again, “I heard like he tried
to take one back home with him.”

“Never!” I quietly exclaimed, wide-eyed. “However did he
manage that?”

“Wrapped it up in blankets like a baby. Only found out when it
tried to peck the bus conductor’s behind!”

I hid a
genteel laugh behind my hand. “And the police were
called?”

“Oh, no. The conductor he calls the zoo. He,” indicating with
his head the gentleman Sir Percival was speaking with, “managed to
hush it up. Bad for business, he said. Nothing in the papers or
anything official-like.”

What he
was planning to do with the penguin once he’d arrived home was a
mystery to me. And I was determined to leave it that
way.

“It’s very important…?” I looked enquiringly at
him.

“Oh, Neville, Miss. Neville Evans.”

I gave him my most winning smile. “Well, Mr Evans, it’s very
important that you tell us the gentleman’s name and where he
lives.” I purposefully neglected to enquire his thoughts on the
reason for this shenanigan.

Luckily,
as it was quite the common knowledge among the staff, I gained the
required information (and felt he was possibly hoping to get more
from myself in doing so).

While he
hid from the manager’s view, perhaps informing us more than the
manager would have wished, I hurried back to Sir Percival and
meaningfully looked at him from above the manager’s short stature.
Their conversation that the manager seemed to be steering was about
funding and what other animal exhibits the manager was hoping to
acquire. Dry stuff.

Looking
inordinately relieved at my arrival Sir Percival profusely thanked
the manager for his help and we speedily headed towards the exit,
shadowed by the liaison. In the safety of the carriage and heading
back down the Broadway I told both of them of my conversation with
Neville. The liaison, with his back to the driver, banged on a
panel behind him. It slid open and he conveyed our new destination
to Wilkins for the unfortunate penguin-smuggler.
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Our destination was a boarding house that had seen better
days. To my mind it looked rather like a
decayed tooth between newer fresher buildings. Wilkins drove the
carriage past on a roundish circuit so we’d come back to it after
checking out its general vicinity. I noticed that it was on the
same block as the Science and Natural History museums and noted
their newest exhibits for possible viewing later (Department
permitting).

Wilkins stopped along the road to allay suspicion then took
out a folded newspaper and started to read
it to look like a cabbie having a rest between fares.

We
alighted and Sir Percival led the way to the boarding house.
Knocking on the door produced a large lady in a flowery dress and
hair in a severe bun. Sir Percival gave her a large smile as if she
were a long-lost relative.

“Dear lady,” he began.

Although
probably not having seen such a hairy man before she must have been
used to men trying to butter her up as a scowl immediately took up
residence on her craggy face.

“What do you want?” she said sharply, her accent not helping
curry any favours.

“Would it be possible to come in and ask about a
room?”

Her eyes
swept over us and the liaison who was examining the general area.
She must have pegged him as being with us as she said, “I don’t let
funny stuff go on in my house. I’ve got a reputation to uphold. Be
off with you!”

“Nothing of the sort–” Sir Percival began to
protest.

I felt
we’d best get inside before making a scene and walked up to the
lady and loudly whispered, “This is Lord Smythe, dear lady. A
paragon of virtue. He’s just come back from an all night sitting of
the House of Lords. Why, do you think he always looks as ruffled as
this?”

Owlishly
she examined him, from his shiny brown leather shoes to his white
hirsuteness. Something I said must have been familiar to her, or
possibly the scent of money improved her disposition no end as a
scary smile occupied her face and she ushered us inside.

The
flock-wallpapered hallway had a faint boiled cabbage smell and she
led us past an empty reception room to a table with a large open
book on it. The liaison closed the front door behind and stood to
one side of it while she started interrogating us.

“For how long did you wish to stay, Sir Smythe? Will your
luggage be along later?” She looked at my pink hair with a raised
eyebrow, “Will your… assistant be staying as well?”

The
sooner this ended the better.

“We’re here after Tobias Grey,” I said.

Her
mouth snapped shut like a mousetrap and her eyes gained a flinty
look.

“I don’t know who you mean.”

Then
like a flowery Zeppelin under full power she moved towards us
forcing us back towards the closed door. I saw the liaison pull
something from inside his coat and hold it up so she could see
it.

“Huh! I should have known it was your lot,” she said
disgustedly and stopped her forward motion.

As I
said, sometimes he could be very useful.

“Let’s get this unpleasantness over with. Follow
me.”

She led
the way to a staircase past the reception table and I made sure Sir
Percival had the pleasure of following her large flowery
behind.

She
quickly turned round to face him, “And no funny
business.”

I wished
I could have seen his face as ‘funny business’ with her would be
the furthest possible thing from his mind.

She led
the way up the gaslit stairs. All the doors I saw were closed, she
probably had a working clientele who were currently occupied and
would be back later. On the second floor she turned down the narrow
hallway and led us to the door at the end.

“Is he in?” Sir Percival asked quietly.

She
turned and fixed him with a steely glare, “No. I told him to sling
his hook as soon as I heard about the incident. I don’t allow pets.
The room is currently let out to Mr Birch. He’s at work so I’ll let
you look around and then you can go and never darken my door
again.”

She took
a ring of keys from out of a dress pocket and unlocked the door,
then stood to one side making Sir Percival squeeze past her (oh,
the happy memories of his face!)


Successfully I navigated her into the room (thankfully she
pulled her large self in for me) and turned to look back at the
liaison. His stoic face seemed to be in some sort of staring match
with the landlady who had an inscrutable smile on her own. I felt
for the poor man. I really did.

I turned
back to the room and left him to whatever fate he cared to face.
Sir Percival was already poking around the room and examining Mr
Birch’s meagre possessions, most of which seemed to be for Mrs
Hardaker’s Patent Hair Growth Elixir. I couldn’t see Sir Percival
needing any of that, but perhaps it was for future
reference.

A single
bed shared the small room with a chest of drawers and a wardrobe. A
water jug and bowl sat atop the drawers. By the bed was a small
daguerreotype image of a severe-looking lady. Not knowing Mr
Birch’s age I couldn’t surmise whether it was a sweetheart or his
mother. A lone square mirror was the only decoration breaking up
the orange flock wallpaper. Nothing in the room indicated the mind
of the person that attacked last night’s exhibition. But I hoped to
find at least something of use.

The view
from the window was that of the stark brick walls of the large
buildings around us. A sliver of sky was visible if I stood close
to the glass and looked upwards. Then I noticed that the room
adjoined the larger building to the left. Was there some sort of
connection? A wardrobe stood in the middle of the wall. Could
something be there?

Moving
past Sir Percival who was close to giving up finding anything of
use I examined the adjoining wall. The same wallpaper covered all
four walls. Tapping it with my knuckles elicited no hollow echo.
Peering behind the wardrobe I couldn’t see anything except shadow.
I wasn’t finished though and glimpsed the increasingly impatient
landlady. The liaison hadn’t apparently squeezed by her
yet.

“Help me with this,” I whispered to Sir Percival.

He
desultorily moved to the other side of the wardrobe and before the
landlady could protest we’d shifted it away from the wall to reveal
a man-sized wooden rectangle. Quickly I rapped on it and elicited a
hollow sound.

With a
shared gleam of triumph we forced the wardrobe further from the
wall and Sir Percival produced a small clasp knife from his coat.
Striking the uncovered wood he managed to punch a hole in it. To
the sounds of protest from the landlady he opened the knife out and
stabbed the wood, pulling the blade towards him to increase the
size of the hole. I heard loud shouting and felt someone else
behind us, turning I saw the liaison had entered the room and was
closing the door against the increasingly loud protests of the
landlady. I caught the ‘hurry up’ look in his eyes and began
pulling at the parts Sir Percival had already attacked.


Splintered wood and torn wallpaper dropped to the floor as we
feverishly enlarged the hole. As soon as it was large enough for me
to enter I stepped over the bottom and squeezed into it letting the
wooden splinters harmlessly attack my coat.

 


 



 


Seven

 


 


A dark
room lay before me. Light from the room behind showed a path had
been made between large boxes. It looked like a storage
area.

Behind
me the hole was eventually enlarged enough for Sir Percival and the
liaison to enter. Their entrance momentarily blocked the light but
I was able to see a ghostly purple image of the boxes in front of
me. Was this a remnant of the aether still inside me? It was useful
as I was able to walk along the path while the two men blundered
about behind me and the landlady shouted uncouth things about our
parentage.

The path
led to a large windowless door that was closed. Trying the handle
told me it was locked.

“Where are we?” asked Sir Percival.

“In what looks like a store-room. There’s a locked door in
front of me.”

Behind
the men the light slowly decreased as the landlady pushed the
wardrobe back into position. She’d probably get a dustpan and brush
and clear our mess up afterwards. Luckily my purple sight made up
for the lack of light and I smiled as I saw both men looking around
helplessly.

“Can we force the door?” Sir Percival asked.

I
considered the idea. It was probably one that wouldn’t be too
strong as the designers would never have envisaged a lady and two
gentlemen tying to exit the room. But forcing it may cause problems
if Tok became aware of us. It behoved myself to open it as neither
of my companions were able to see anything. I also felt it would be
best not to mention my enhanced eyesight, especially in front of
the liaison and also in case it proved short-lived. Perhaps I could
try picking it?

“May I borrow your knife, Sir Percival?”

“Certainly.”

He held
it out pointing in roughly the direction of my voice and I took
great delight in poking him about his body and apologising for my
clumsiness as if pretending I couldn’t see a thing.


Eventually I tired of the game and grabbed hold of his arm
and felt my way up to his hand even though I could see it clearly.
Taking the knife I turned and slid it into the lock hoping it would
be a fairly straightforward process. Behind me the liaison and Sir
Percival were silent so we could hear the muttered cursing and
brushing sounds as the landlady cleaned the mess we’d created from
Mr Birch’s room.

Luckily
the lock must have been as old as the Egyptian mummies on display
as, after a short bit of waggling the knife around, it clicked
open. I mentally patted myself on the back as I’d be able to escape
from the room which was becoming fragrantly stuffy from the two men
behind me. I gently turned the handle hoping it wouldn’t squeak and
cracked the door open slightly. The light in the room increased but
not as much as I’d have expected.

Quietly
I moved so I could peer through the crack. We must have been in a
currently unused part of the Science museum as large angular
exhibits were covered with tarpaulins to prevent them from getting
dusty before being put on display.

Not
seeing anyone I opened the door further and stuck my head out. The
sounds of muffled conversation and high childish voices came from
further away. Behind me I heard Sir Percival and the liaison
shuffle closer to the light and fresher air. The large
high-ceilinged room was empty and I slid round the door and out.
Both gentlemen quickly followed with the liaison quietly closing
the door behind us. Now to find Tok.
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Quickly
I headed behind a large shrouded device and pulled my gun box from
its coat pocket home. The box also contained a special set of
goggles with clear polarized lenses – necessary for protection
against my own weapon. I put the goggles on and felt a mite safer
against murderous mechanical Rockhopper penguins with my gun in
hand.

I saw
Sir Percival check his twin strangely-shaped pistols then replace
one back in its holster, while the liaison loaded his revolver.
Both of them put goggles on. Gun at the ready I led the way past
the shrouded machines. Where would Tok be?

As the
room was currently unused I examined the floor and saw a faint
trail in the dust leading away from the storeroom door. It was the
only clue I had.


Indicating it to Sir Percival we quietly followed it around
the room to another closed door with a small sign on it indicating
it led to the basement. Again this one was locked.

Without
a word Sir Percival handed me his clasp knife and, moving my gun on
its long strap behind me, I opened it and wiggled the blade in the
keyhole. The museum probably wasn’t expecting anyone to break out
of a store-room nor want to examine their basement, so the lock
(possibly from the same batch from Ancient Egypt) was relatively
easy to pick.

Opening
the door a crack I looked in. Darkness met me, but I managed to see
the start of a metal spiral staircase leading downwards. This could
be a problem as cover would be scarce.

“There’s a spiral staircase but no light,” I whispered to Sir
Percival.

“There’s nothing else for it, Miss Lovelady.”

I nodded
my consent and slipped past the door with Sir Percival and the
liaison following closely behind. As quietly as possible we headed
down the surprisingly warm staircase. My gun led the way pointing
downwards. Luckily, even with my goggles on, my enhanced night
vision was still working so I could see the base of the stairs
below us where light leaked from another door, but also several
booby-traps. All of the gaslights around the staircase had been
capped and our footing had been made perilous by the removal of
several metal steps. I whispered their positions to my colleagues
after pretending to have stepped and failed to find my
footing.


Eventually we safely gained the floor and I turned the door
handle, happily finding it unlocked. Tok must have believed that
anyone coming down wouldn’t be alive or at least severely
injured.

Gun in
hand I cracked it open to receive a blast of warmer air and
mechanical sounds. This must be where the heating system was for at
least one museum. I peered inside and fear froze my
marrow.

Seeing
my hesitation Sir Percival whispered, “What do you see, Miss
Lovelady?”

“Penguins,” I replied, horror-struck. “Thousands of
them.”

Well it
probably wasn’t thousands but it certainly felt that way. Opening
the door further I saw they were luckily not hopping around or
spewing misty death from their beaks but packed into wooden crates
with only the lids yet to be secured on top. If they were in crates
then Tok was looking to send them somewhere? But where? And for
what purpose?

We
slipped inside and hunkered down behind a waist-high crate filled
with strangely unmoving blank-eyed penguins. Peering round and over
the top I saw the room was vast and probably took up most of the
basement. Large brick pillars supported the floors above. Further
crates led to the right and left. Sounds of movement and voices
came to us, but I couldn’t make out from where.

The
liaison indicated he’d spied something to his left. Still crouched
down he moved to a further crate and I followed Sir Percival in his
wake.

Peering
over the top of our new position I saw movement and brighter lights
in the distance. I hoped this was Tok and that we had the element
of surprise.

“Someone’s coming!” whispered Sir Percival.

I looked
to where he was pointing and saw a figure jerkily heading towards
our hiding place. Had our entrance not been as surreptitious as I’d
hoped?

Quickly
we scurried past further crates of penguins away from the doorway,
deeper into Tok’s territory. But with each move the figure
followed, slowly gaining on us. I saw it was shaped as if wearing a
bustled dress. Did Tok had a female assistant?

The
closer the figure came the more I had the strangest feeling I knew
who it was, and then, when she stood under a gaslamp realisation
struck – it was Hazel-eyes. She was Tok’s assistant? But there was
something different about her. Ice formed in my stomach as I saw
her eyes were purple.
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Purple-eyes raised her right arm. I knew what was going to
happen and cried “Split up!” Ignoring what my compatriots did
behind me I dove to my right and rolled behind the crate we’d just
left. Quickly I peered over the top and saw purple tracers fire
from her fingertips at my previous position.

I had to
stop Tok before he caused any more deaths so took aim with my gun.
Her purple-eyes followed me. It wasn’t her. It was an evil
simulation of her. By now the Tesla coils would be fully charged
from when I’d turned them on at the zoo. Before she could fire
another volley at my new position I pulled the trigger. My arms and
shoulders were forced backwards by the recoil and, with a loud
thunderclap that echoed around the basement, bright white lightning
flew from the muzzle engulfing her body, making it vibrate
uncontrollably. In humans this would cause fainting and probably
vomiting, thereby rendering them incapable of further mischief; for
mechanical devices it broke their internal mechanisms with a
mishmash of welding; whereas for aetheric-powered inventions… Well,
if he didn’t already know by now, Tok would certainly discern
something was amiss.

The
aetheric components of her body exploded at roughly the same time
causing torn cloth and metal parts to rain down upon my coat which
I’d quickly pulled over my head. The explosion momentarily deafened
me and the force of it pushed the crate I was behind along the
floor, sliding me along with it.

When the
mechanical squall and thunderous echoes died down I lowered my coat
and looked around for my compatriots. I spied Sir Percival’s cloud
of white hair looking slightly singed with faint wisps of smoke
rising from it behind a crate, and the liaison’s legs flat on the
ground further still. Luckily I saw that the rest of him was still
connected as he popped up and looked over at myself and Sir
Percival. He nodded at us both and, guns leading, we proceeded down
three avenues of crates in the direction Purple-eyes took to reach
us.

Ahead of
us was a bright white glow. As we proceeded towards it I saw it
take on a slight purple tinge and knew that Tok may well be
preparing to fight.

I came
out of the shadow of a large brick pillar and saw ahead of me his
workspace. Larger sealed crates were stacked in towers around it.
He certainly had something for flightless birds.


Purple-tinged light emanated from what appeared to be four
very large two-foot wide upside-down test-tubes roughly twenty-feet
high stacked together at one end of his workspace. As I’d suspected
he was pulling aether into this world. Lower down was the
unmistakeable electric arcing of a Van de Graaff generator. This
was why Tok was down here – so he could make use of the Museum’s
power supply. It was also why Sir Percival was so interested in
Peter Frost’s device at the exhibition – if aether could be drawn
into this world using less energy then it’s use would be more
widespread. Unfortunately it was still an experimental art. And
mistakes were deadly.

Movement to one side caught my eye and I saw the black suited
figure of Tok sans his breathing apparatus but wearing brass goggles apparently
speak to someone. Whoever it was appeared to be attached to a
further brick pillar. And with a shock I realised they wore a dark
green dress and had auburn hair - it was Hazel-eyes from last
night. Why was she here and why had Tok made an aetheric killer out
of her mimicked body?

Tok
caught sight of us moving determinedly towards him and jerkily
scurried to a large lever. I heard the liaison’s gun fire and Tok
was instantly spun to his left. But he moved back into position –
the liaison must have hit part of his metal ‘additions’ and failed
to injure him. He grasped the lever’s handle and pulled it down. I
stopped and waited looking around to see what would happen. I
couldn’t discern any change, but Tok smiled over at us before
heading into the maze of crates.

“Help!” cried the real Hazel-eyes, spying our
movement.

I ran in
her direction wanting to make sure I rescued her this time. But
what had Tok’s lever done?

The
increasingly purple light in the glass tubes drained away to return
to plain white light. He’d fed the aether to something, but
what?

I passed
two large crates stacked upon each other and sped past the jumble
of tables and electrical and aetheric accoutrements in Tok’s work
area towards his female captive. Subconsciously I’d already decided
to let the two men deal with Tok - I had my own priorities to
attend to.

To the fading background sounds of gunfire and the
strange flump! noise of Sir Percival’s pistols as they pursued Tok through
the crates I swung my gun behind me and examined how Hazel-eyes was
fastened to the pillar. She, in turn, examined me - her potential
saviour.

She was,
as I recalled, slightly shorter than me, and her dark green dress
clung to her body… No, I had to rescue her first before anything
else.

Brass
manacles enclosed her wrists and ankles and were connected by iron
chains fed around her body and the brick pillar. A mass of thick
metal attached the four chains to the pillar round the back. She
wasn’t going anywhere for the moment.

I raised
my goggles to my forehead and glanced into her puzzled face. She
had a lovely nose. Then I saw realisation like dawn breaking across
her face. “You?” she said as if not believing it was the same ‘me’
as last night. I suppose she had to get past the goggles and pink
hair first.

“Hello, I’m Alice. Forgive my haste, I don’t do this very
often.”

I looked
over at the tables for tools to cut the manacles, failing that the
chains as I could remove the manacles at leisure later.

Spying a
pair of bolt cutters on a further table I headed towards them but
noticed movement a stone’s throw away. In their crates the penguins
were stirring.
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Hurriedly I picked up the bolt cutters and moved around the
pillar so that I could attack the thinner manacles around her right
wrist. Hazel-eyes saw what I was doing and pulled her wrist as far
away as she could from the bolt-cutter’s blades, wincing as the
metal chafed her skin.

Having
gained purchase on the manacles I desperately forced the handles
closed. “What’s your name?” I grunted out.

“What?”

“Your name. I’d like to know who I’m rescuing.”

“Katherine.”

Sounds
of splintering wood reached me and, still forcing the handles
together, I quickly glanced round. The penguins were gradually
breaking out of their wooden pens. But why weren’t they hopping out
as their name indicated? They seemed strangely sluggish.

Suddenly
the bolt cutters jerked my arms downwards as they’d cut through the
manacles. Katherine cradled her sore right wrist against her torso.
There didn’t seem to be much blood.

I
checked on the penguins and saw they were moving even more slowly,
like clockwork toys winding down. Maybe Tok didn’t have enough
aether to set them at their normal pace?

Relieved
I moved on to her left wrist and again she pulled away from it to
give the bolt cutters space.

Suddenly
she startled me with a loud scream.

“What?” I asked.

The
sound of splintering wood came to me closer than that for the
penguins.

“I’m grateful for you trying to save me, Alice. But I think
you should save yourself and go after Toby!”

“What are you talking about?”

I looked
into her frightened face. She wasn’t looking at me but at an angle
behind my shoulder.

A loud
mechanical simulation of a roar assaulted my ears. Turning round I
saw the other advantage to Tok of using this basement, as it was
apparently also connected to the Natural History museum – with its
long metal fangs glinting, a large fur-coated, purple-eyed
saber-tooth tiger looked down at us.
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The top
four crates atop the towers around Tok’s workspace were in bits on
the floor. Three purple-eyed saber-tooth tigers roared at their
freedom. It looked like Tok had rummaged through the cast-offs of a
rich lady’s fur collection as they all wore mangy moth-eaten coats.
For a reason that totally eluded me (although it kept with Tok’s
theme of flightless birds), the fourth crate contained a dodo,
albeit purple-eyed. On gaining its freedom it gave a celebratory
squawk sounding rather like an ostrich laying an egg.

I
dropped the bolt cutters and swung my gun round. Had the Tesla-coil
recharged enough? The power gauge was something I’d always meant
get round to fixing. It currently fluctuated between full capacity
and dead as a… well, dodo.

With no
time to put my goggles back into position I took aim at the closest
tiger which was still standing in its ruined crate, and fired.
Thunder boomed around the basement and the gun’s bright lightning
seemed to momentarily stall the tiger’s movement. It seemed to glow
fleetingly from within before it’s aether exploded. I pulled my
long coat around myself and stood in front of Katherine, sheltering
her from the blast and metal rain, blinking tears from my
eyes.

As soon
as the squall ended I quickly aimed at the next closest tiger – I
felt the dodo was currently the least dangerous beast as it didn’t
appear to possess razor-sharp fangs or claws (although its beak
looked like it could give nasty nip). The tiger had already jumped
down to a worktable and seemed to be stalking toward us.

At the
same time that the dodo made an ungainly jump down from its crate
plinth so too did the tiger leap towards us, light glinting off its
teeth and claws. Katherine screamed again at the sight of metal
claws heading in our direction and I fired. Fortuitously the gun’s
lightning caught the tiger and also found the dodo, joining them
with blindingly bright light, seeming to momentarily suspend them
in mid-air before they exploded with shocking noise. Again I
sheltered us from the double blast and falling metal rain, fur, and
feathers.

Quickly
turning round but momentarily blinded I couldn’t see the third
saber-tooth tiger. Where had it gone?

“Do you know where it is?” I asked Katherine.

“No!”

I heard
panic in her voice. Having been nearly deafened by the aetheric
explosions I didn’t know if the pursuit of Tok had ended yet. I
decided to stay in front of Katherine protecting her as much as I
could while waiting for my armed compatriots to return.

Movement
from my left made me swing the gun towards it but it was just a
crate toppling over after being pushed out of position by the
explosions.


Katherine screamed directly in my ear and I turned to see the
third tiger, it’s wide mouth open, purple-eyes flaring as it raced
towards us. I pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. With the tiger
even closer I desperately clicked the trigger hoping for something,
anything. It leapt, its teeth and claws out in front of it looking
to land on top of us. Lightning flew almost point black into its
mouth and I quickly spun round to shield Katherine’s body with my
own, feeling the aether blast crush me against her like a swat from
a giant’s hand. We screamed in unison believing this would be our
last breath. Metal fragments battered my body.

As the
sounds died down we looked into each other’s eyes. As one we moved
together and kissed fiercely. Her freed right arm found its way
around my body and up to my head. Her tongue slid easily between my
lips and thrills raced through my body as mine joined hers in
ecstatic joy.

Our
hearts beat hammer-like from the adrenaline pumping through us. My
arms slid around her waist, my right pulling her body closer
towards mine, my left sliding up over her dress to her auburn hair.
Her body fervently pressed against mine, begging to be
caressed.

Opening
my eyes I saw my yearning desire mirrored in her hazel
ones.

A loud
cough broke the spell and I quickly pulled away to see that Sir
Percival had just appeared around a large crate. He’d momentarily
blocked the liaison from seeing myself and Katherine in the throes
of passion.

I
cleared my own throat and said, “Just get these off you, Miss,”
before picking up the bolt cutters and re-attacking the manacles.
“Did you get Tok?” I added, quickly making conversation.

“No,” Sir Percival replied ruefully, “He escaped fleeing down
a booby-trapped sewer.”


Katherine was still breathing heavily as she glanced between
Sir Percival, myself, and the bald Departmental liaison. She was
probably wondering about the hair situation.

I felt
someone walk up to me. “I’d best do this, Miss Lovelady,” Sir
Percival said quietly, taking the bolt cutters from my hands.
Looking at Katherine he said, “I don’t believe we’re acquainted,
Miss?”

“Katherine.”

“Delighted to meet you. Get you out in a jiffy, then we can
take you back so that Miss Lovelady here can make sure you’ve not
suffered at Mr Tok’s hands.”

Her eyes
met mine and we shared a special look.
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A hand
shook me from a dream of splashing around in the local river with
Katherine. Blearily I looked up and my heart burst into a sprint as
a monster looked down at me. Then my eyes got accustomed to the low
light from the lantern and I realised it was just Sir Percival,
with his hair looking more dishevelled than usual.

“Time to go, Miss Lovelady,” he whispered, glancing
meaningfully over at my bed companion and then back to
me.

The day
had finally come. Katherine and I had already spoken about this
many times, sometimes forcefully, sometimes tearfully. For a reason
I couldn’t fathom, and she wouldn’t divulge, she seemed overly
upset at not being allowed to accompany me. By some miracle we’d
managed to avoid the flapping ears of the Departmental Liaison
apparently hiding around every corner. It felt like a rift growing
between us that however much I professed my feelings for her (and
amply demonstrated them in bed) I just couldn’t bridge.

Sir
Percival quietly left my bedroom and I rolled over to slide my arm
around Katherine’s naked body, pressing my own against her warm
back. Her tense muscles told me she’d heard Sir Percival and was
pretending to be asleep.

I gently
brushed her hair from her shoulder and kissed the smooth skin I’d
revealed. Then I forced myself out of the bed into the colder air.
Quickly I wrapped myself in my dressing gown and went to get ready.
My heart fell as I glanced back towards the bed and saw Katherine’s
back still to me.


Thankfully Sir Percival had his mind on other things and
didn’t try to engage me in conversation at the breakfast table
where we fortified ourselves for the day ahead. Was he as excited
as me about seeing the airship as I? Or were his thoughts revolving
more around examples of Russian masculinity? The answer would, no
doubt, be revealed later.

After
dressing for travel we encountered the more than usual sour-looking
Liaison inside the entrance hallway to the stately home the secret
Department we worked for owned. I made sure to pick up my umbrella
– one can never be too sure about the British weather. The sky
outside had yet to be tinged by the light of dawn and Wilkins had
thankfully lit all the lanterns around the steam carriage. Its
exhalations rose into the chill air combined with our own. My eyes
met those of Sir Percival and I saw my excitement mirrored in his;
although perhaps for very different reasons.

 



~*~

 


The invitation had come out of the blue. How they even knew
of Sir Percival and decided to request his presence was a mystery
he happily accepted. What mattered was that he and a guest (yours
truly!) had been invited to the inaugural visit to Britain of the
Russian royal family in their state airship, the Czar Nicholas.
Apparently Gustav Faberge had a major hand in the decorations and
rumour had it that at least two
fortunes of precious gems and gold had been used
in its outfitting. The newspapers also slyly rumoured that a
certain jewel had also been incorporated into Faberge’s design –
that of the world’s largest Sapphire, the Caspian Star, which
apparently took pride of place in the main reception room. I was
just dying to see it (assuming the newspapers only printed the
truth), and decided to try and nudge Lady Luck into smiling upon me
in my endeavour by wearing a new dress of a gorgeous deep blue
hue.

The
course of state diplomacy was a river I had no intention of dipping
any part of my body into so I didn’t ask why Her Majesty wouldn’t
be present at this event, but instead would be hosting a reception
later that evening at Buckingham Palace. Whatever the reason I was
happy to be out of the laboratory again (and with little chance of
encountering murderous rockhopper penguins).

We
hurried aboard the carriage and I was grateful to see that Mrs
Miggins (such a dear) had packed a picnic hamper which was stored
under the rear seat. Sir Percival and I quickly sat atop the rear
seat and hid the hamper from sight by arrangement of his long coat
and my dress before the Liaison entered the carriage.

Sir
Percival made no move toward the hamper until the Liaison had
slowly slipped back to sleep lulled by the carriage’s movement.
Apparently he wasn’t a morning person. When he judged it safe
enough Sir Percival quietly pulled the hamper out and we sipped
cups of tea and nibbled upon some excellent biscuits during the
journey. The only fly in the ointment was the Liaison’s snores,
which somehow managed to drown out the steam carriage’s
noise.

Looking
out of the window I saw London waking up - the workers in their
drab clothing heading for the factories or docks; the shopkeepers
arranging their wares as enticingly as possible; the dirty urchins
stalking their first mark of the day. I was unutterably grateful to
be out and away from that world.

The
Liaison gave a few sniffs, burped an unpleasant smell, and opened a
bleary eye. He spied our teacups and seemed to almost levitate up
off his seat.

“Dreadfully sorry, dear fellow,” Sir Percival said while
waggling his empty cup. “Couldn’t let it go cold.
Unthinkable.”

The
Liaison settled back down and gave Sir Percival a look that
would’ve curdled cheese. If that were even possible.

It was
always a pleasant feeling getting one over the Liaison and Sir
Percival seemed quite chipper, even humming to himself whilst
taking my empty cup to return it to the hamper with his
own.

He
glanced through the window on his side and announced, “Soon be
there, Miss Lovelady.”

I looked
through my window and saw crowds of people heading in the same
direction as that of our travel. It seemed like a grand day out.
The sun had even deigned to appear through the clouds. A thrill ran
through me as I realised what we were going to see. The only black
clouds were my thoughts of Katherine and her feelings about not
being able to accompany us. Then and there I determined to make it
up to her.
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We
arrived at Battersea Park and studiously ignored Wilkins’ salty
language as he exchanged vociferous banter with fellow carriage
drivers in order to arrange a parking space. Before the carriage’s
handbrake was even set Sir Percival was out of the door like a
greyhound from the traps. I quickly followed knowing I may need to
prevent him from possibly destroying the life we currently
enjoyed.

The
fresh air was a welcome change from the stuffy carriage interior
and I caught a few titters from the closest of the crowd, more than
likely due to our hair. Perhaps they thought we were eccentric (and
seldom acknowledged) members of the royal family?

Like
waves upon a beach the sounds of the large crowd, and a military
band playing popular tunes, ebbed and flowed around us. A large
state airship of the Russia’s was conspicuous by its absence,
although I did catch sight of smaller ones bearing the British flag
around the periphery and bobbing in amongst the trees.

Due to
the importance of the visit a variety of security personnel were
deployed around the park in a seemingly onion-type arrangement, all
eyeing each other disdainfully. The outer layer was comprised of
the metropolitan police (whose primary job seemed to be keeping the
riff-raff at bay), then came the army, and finally the air
force.

By
waving the outrageously decorated invitation Sir Percival managed
to navigate us through the layers. The Liaison tagged along behind
us like a bad smell, making use of his ID whenever he was
challenged. He seemed quite happy with this, his hippo-like face
nearly breaking into a smile each time his questioner backed
down.

A
uniformed gentleman, sporting a well-trimmed moustache, who seemed
to be in charge initially looked in shock at Sir Percival’s
hirsuteness but then artfully gathered his wits about him after Sir
Percival thrust the invitation in his face. He directed us towards
a large marquee where other invitees lingered over wine glasses and
plates with small bits of food on top. I was very glad to have
stocked up while breaking my fast that morning if that was all we
could look forward to.

Eyes
slowly widened and conversations trailed off as we approached the
marquee. Should I have worn a larger hat? Or made Sir Percival comb
his hair? No matter, we weren’t here for them anyway.

I smiled
sweetly at our fellow invitees and headed for the refreshment
tables, attempting to make sure I got there before the Liaison
engulfed the lot. With artful jabs of my umbrella and insincere
apologies I attained prime position at the sandwich trays. Muffled
swearing accompanied the liaison as he huffed up next to me.
Quickly I tucked my umbrella in the crook of my arm and filled a
plate with a fine selection; I’d discover what the contents were at
my leisure – the important part was to obtain a supply.

I
vacated my position before feeling the wrath of the Liaison’s
elbows and realised Sir Percival was absent. Spying him speaking to
an elderly lady in a deep purple dress I headed in his direction.
Judging by their expressions they weren’t partaking of gay
repartee. In point of fact I felt they’d be at each other’s throats
very shortly. I bustled my way over and thrust my plate of
sandwiches under Sir Percival’s nose. “Peckish, Sir Percival?” I
enquired. “I have little idea of their contents. Perhaps you’d care
to enlighten me?”

He
ignored the offered sandwiches so I surreptitiously kicked him in
the shin as an added inducement. He gave a satisfactory grunt of
pain.

Turning
to the elderly lady, who looked as if she’d just had a raw lemon
enema, I offered my hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, I’m Miss
Alice Lovelady. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

Sir
Percival cleared his throat and said, “Miss Lovelady, I have the…”
he paused, searching for a word, then gave up. “This is my aunt,
Lady Featherwick. Lady Featherwick, my companion, Miss Alice
Lovelady.”

Her
sharp blue eyes speared mine and her mouth widened slightly,
whether due to a smile or wind I wasn’t sure. My welcoming hand was
ignored.

Ah, so
this was the aunt he often swore about whilst deep in among the
recalcitrant pipe-work of a new experiment. If even part of what
he’d said underneath his breath were true then she could wait in
vain for an invitation to afternoon tea.

Excited
sounds came from outside the marquee. It seemed like something was
definitely happening. I moved between Sir Percival and his relative
to break their eyesight wresting match and uncompromisingly grabbed
his elbow to lead him away from the poisonous atmosphere and also
catch sight of the cause of the commotion.


Following the other invitees out from underneath the marquee
I heard the military band wrap up their most recent ditty and saw
that all of the crowd’s heads were looking upwards and to the south
as a flotilla of airships came into view over the London skyline.
The largest airship was in the middle with smaller ones, more than
likely military, surrounding it like piglets around their
mother.

Startled
shouts and orders broke out among the security forces as they
seemed surprised by the size of the Russian contingent, with the
result that several of the bobbing British airships slowly rose to
meet their foreign counterparts in a belated show of strength. A
steam carriage hurried away, probably to warn those protecting the
royal family of the show of force.

I saw
the sides of the Russian airships lit by flashes of white light as
orders were passed to and fro, and a few minutes later the
accompanying airships ceased their forwards motion to let the
central ship proceed down towards us.

Like
some stately metal whale the airship came to a halt above us
blocking out the bright sunshine. The crowd was hushed, in awe at
its size. Four ropes were thrown over the sides and figures
rappelled down them to the ground to safely guide it lower. Orders
in a foreign tongue rang out and large spikes were hammered into
the turf and then the ropes secured to them.

As one
the surrounding crowd moved back as the airship lowered itself
more. When it reached a mere six feet a railed boarding ramp was
swung out from the side to settle between where the crew now stood
lined up facing each other.

Sir
Percival seemed to have completely forgotten Lady Featherstone as
he now appeared to be overly engaged in examining the stiff Russian
crewmen.

A door
opened on the airship and a portly officer wearing a white suit
with an excessive amount of gold braid exited and made his way down
the ramp. The crowd were still silent, so his heavy steps were
clear for all to hear.

Movement
to my left made me turn and I saw the officer that greeted us head
out to meet his counterpart. Salutes were made and hands were
shaken and they seemed be getting off to a splendid start. The
Russian gentleman said something and waved his arm as if to
encompass the behemoth floating above us. The British officer
seemed stuck for words. After listening to something else said by
the Russian officer he turned to head back in our
direction.

Stopping
within speaking distance of those of us in the marquee he said
loudly, “The Russian royal family wish to extend their hand of
friendship by inviting a small number of you to view their
airship.”

This was
an invitation I’d race Houdini across burning coals to partake of
and I thrust my plate of uneaten sandwiches at the closest
bewhiskered royal-type I could find (her husband wore a fine hat
hiding a likely bald patch). Just as I’d planned she took the plate
thereby momentarily taking them out of the running. With both hands
free I held Sir Percival’s arm in a death grip with one and used
the other to clear a path for us to the officer with my umbrella.
Judging by the black looks Sir Percival and I received Christmas
cards would not be expected this year.

Arriving
in front of the officer I said rather breathlessly, “We’d be
delighted to extend our hand in friendship to the Russian visitors,
wouldn’t we, Sir Percival?”

He
seemed to be looking at the crewmen and thinking of something else
(I decided not to enquire) and replied, “Um, yes. Er… hand.
Certainly.”

The
officer examined us, possibly wondering if we were safe to
represent the British people. His eyes flicked over the rest of the
invitees, some of whom were querulously wondering just what the
blazes was going on, and he must have figured we were the best of a
poor bunch as he indicated with his head we should proceed to the
boarding ramp. I caught a look in his eyes saying ‘Please, please,
don’t let me down’ as I led Sir Percival towards the Russian
military manhood.
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We
arrived at the line of men and I felt Sir Percival slow down. I
queried him with a glance and he said sotto voce “We represent the
Royal family, Miss Lovelady. Appearances must be maintained at all
times.” I realised what he meant when he began to formally examine
the Russian crewmen lined up either side. I just hoped he’d not try
to speak to any of them, although whether he was actually able to
speak Russian was a mystery to me. I didn’t know if they included
Russian lessons in Cossack Horserider Weekly.

I caught
sight of the crewmen widen their eyes in surprise as Sir Percival
examined their uniforms, and suspected they’d not seen someone with
such unruly hair before now.

Not
wanting to miss the opportunity of boarding the Czar Nicholas I
kept an eye on the fellow invitees following behind us. Four others
had passed the officer’s inspection and had taken Sir Percival’s
lead in examining the Russian airmen as well. I studiously avoided
looking back towards the British officer.

Ahead of
us was the rather portly officer wearing the white uniform with
gold braid. I tugged Sir Percival’s arm before he got too engaged
with the belt buckle of the closest airman and smiled into the
officer’s wide face. A huffing body forced itself next to mine and
I realised the Liaison had joined us.

I
offered my hand to the officer and said, “Thank you so much for
inviting us. I’m Miss Lovelady and this is Sir
Percival.”

His eyes
flicked between our hair and then my hand was engulfed by a large
white glove and enthusiastically shaken.

“Delighted. Delighted, to meet you,” he replied in a thick
accent. He turned to the Liaison, and asked, “And this
is?”

I too
turned to the Liaison wondering how he’d respond as his
Departmental ID would probably prevent him from accompanying us
aboard the Russian state airship.

“I’m, er… the butler,” he said rather quietly.

My hand
was released and the large white glove slapped down on the
Liaison’s shoulder. “Welcome! Welcome!”

Without
further ado we were ushered aboard the ramp and I led the way,
enjoying the sight of the Liaison’s lemon-sucking face. The ramp
bobbed slightly as we walked up it and I tucked my umbrella in my
elbow and used one hand to keep my matching blue hat on and the
other to hold onto the rail.

Strange
eddies of wind found my face and it suddenly came to me that I’d
never been in an airship before. With nothing below me but air.
Nothing solid. Just air. Even though we were only a few feet above
the ground the sounds of the crowd became strangely muted and I
hoped I’d not disgrace myself, or the Royal family for that matter,
by fainting. Luckily Sir Percival was intent on getting aboard,
possibly to learn much more about the Russian military way of life,
and almost dragged me the rest of the way up.

We
entered into a sumptuously decorated reception room with rich dark
red walls, a cream ceiling and highly polished wood trim. The thick
cream carpet below our feet must have been the very devil to keep
clean. Two chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their light falling
upon a welcoming committee of uniformed servants with, next to
them, a table with a large metal tea urn, or ‘samovar’ as Sir
Percival whispered to me (I could see that he would shortly become
insufferable at informing me of everything Russian), and tea cups
and saucers.

Still
slightly light-headed I gratefully accepted a cup of the blackest
tea I’d ever seen. Before tasting it I saw that Sir Percival
carefully sipped his. “Takes some getting used to, Miss Lovelady,”
he advised, after pulling an accidentally humorous face.

Thusly
forewarned I added a few more spoonfuls of sugar than usual and
tasted the dark brew. Subtle it wasn’t and it also had an
astonishing aftertaste. I was put in mind of gunpowder tea which
I’d tried a while back. If I didn’t know any better I’d say if I
had any more than one cup it would’ve put hairs on my chest. It did
though take my mind off the yawning chasm (of at least several
feet) below my shoes. The Liaison seemed to have taken a shine to
it and was already on his second cup.

We
waited for the rest of the contingent to arrive and partake of the
tea. I caught some sly smiles among the Russian crew at the faces
some of us were pulling.

The
portly officer arrived through the door and said in a loud voice,
“This way.” The speed the partly-finished cups were put down on the
tables spoke volumes.

I made
sure that Sir Percival and I were right behind the officer as we
exited the reception room. A short corridor with curtains either
side of a wide staircase led upwards. I could imagine the staff
we’d just left having their rooms behind it.

If
anything the decorations in the corridor above the reception room
were even more lavish and I could imagine Mr Faberge rolling up his
sleeves and sticking precious gems and applying pure gold leaf to
anything he could touch. Sunlight coming through round portholes on
one side set the gemstones off delightfully and caused gasps of
surprise from those behind as they took in the incredible
decoration. I was merely after seeing one thing, whereas Sir
Percival was after seeing several things that were usually
contained within uniforms.

The
portly officer glanced behind him taking in the awed looks and
gasps of surprise at the interior décor. Spying my and Sir
Percival’s unimpressed visages he frowned slightly and came to a
stop.

“Royal family appointed Gustav Faberge to do decoration of
airship,” he portentously announced, waiting for us to be suitably
impressed.

He
soaked up the appreciative ‘ooh’s’ and ‘aah’s’ this information
produced, but still seemed taken aback at my and Sir Percival’s
lack of response.

While
those behind us were examining the gemstones stuck to the walls he
leant forwards slightly and whispered, “Why you not
excited?”

Mirroring him I leant forwards, fixed him in my sights, and
quietly replied, “My companion is not interested in gems,
whereas I want to
see the Caspian Star.”

He stood
back upright and carefully regarded us, again his eyes flicked to
our hair. He seemed to come to a decision and nodded with his head
to someone to our rear. Then, leaning forwards again, he whispered,
“Wait for man.”

Our
fellow visitors had spread out around us and were busy exclaiming
at each new discovery. The tea the Liaison had imbibed seemed to
have made him quite forget about us as he was examining the seed
pearl decoration around a large portrait; of whom I hadn’t the
foggiest.

“Come!” the officer said loudly, while his eyes advised myself
and Sir Percival to wait.

While
the Liaison and the rest followed the officer I turned my head
slightly to see a tall, dark haired member of staff approach us. He
stood and bowed slightly, “Please come with me,” he said in only
slightly accented English.

Letting
the rest of the visitors leave the corridor first he led us to an
area of the corridor between two large portraits. After pressing
several seemingly random parts of the wall the outline of a door
artfully designed to blend in with the lavish decoration appeared.
With a smug look he pushed it open and led us into a large dark
room.

Closing
the door behind us he flicked a switch next to the door and small
lights lit the room. I looked at the lights in surprise as they
were powered by electricity (something I’d been meaning to press
Sir Percival to request be installed in the laboratory – possibly
safer around aether than a naked gas flame). The room we were in
was part of a larger one with gem-encrusted wooden panels
separating the two. Above us was a dark chandelier. But why didn’t
he light it?

Sounds
coming from behind the wooden panels told me the rest of the
visitors were in the other section of the room; where we were
seemed to be a more private meeting area. To my left was an alcove
with a pedestal inside it. I heard another switch flicked somewhere
else inside the room and I caught my breath as a kaleidoscope of
blue patterns burst over the walls, ceiling, and floor, originating
from a large blue stone atop the pedestal.

Slowly,
as if mesmerised, I approached the alcove. Small lights shone upon
a deep blue stone the size of a grapefruit. It could be nothing
else except the Caspian Star.

The
captivating blue light was extinguished as the chandelier was lit
and I realised there were other people in the room with us. Draping
herself over an ornate chair was a beautiful dark-haired lady in a
bright red dress. Standing next to her were two dark-haired men,
one wore a dark blue military-type uniform whereas the other wore a
servant outfit. For some reason I felt I’d seen him somewhere else
before.

A gasp
came from Sir Percival behind me. Before I could ask him what the
matter was the lady said, “Beautiful, No?”

I didn’t
know if she meant the stone or herself.

Slowly, holding me with her blue eyes, she stretched like a
cat. Her lithe movements spoke a secret language my body responded
to. But something even deeper inside of me sparked, and seemed to
be coloured purple. Was this another side-effect of imbibing Sir
Percival’s anti-aether medicine? There was no time to ponder the
matter - something definitely seemed wrong here. I tore my eyes
away from her and turned to Sir Percival. Just why had he gasped a
few moments ago?

His eyes were locked on those of the male servant. Did he
know him? I didn’t recall seeing him in the stately house. And then
it struck me – I had seen him in the stately house, but
not in the flesh - on the cover of a certain weekly publication. Oh
dear.

I felt
something touch my hair and quickly turned round to find the lady
very close to me holding my hat. How had she managed to come so
close without me hearing? A strange feeling as if I were naked
before her stole over me as her eyes minutely scrutinised me from
slightly muddy shoes to the top of my now exposed pink hair. Her
other hand stroked my dress and seemed to leave burning trails
across my skin. For some reason I felt a hot blush over my
cheeks.

“Beautiful,” she whispered, as if examining a statue created
by an Old Master.

My mouth
felt suddenly dry and I desperately swallowed before I spoke in a
croak. “Hel… er, hello, I’m Miss Love… er, lady, and this is Sir
Percival.”

Her eyes
held mine and words seemed to form in my head, “We know. Come, let
us leave the others to their own devices.”

I felt a
burning heat on my arm as she insistently pulled me to go along
with her, but the purple spark inside of me brightened and I fought
back against the movement. ‘Don’t go with her!’ it shouted. But she
was such a lovely lady and had my hat, why would it warn me of
something?

Her
perfume seemed to intoxicate me, filling each and every sense I
had. But the spark grew, burning away the scent. ‘Get away from
her!’ it cried.

As she
turned me to accompany her to a door I’d not seen before my feet
refused to move and I stumbled to the floor. The polished wood was
cold against my hands and I saw the reflection of the red lady
standing over me. Somehow I hadn’t noticed it before but her lips
were bright red - the colour of blood, and her mouth was open
slightly showing two overly long teeth. Suddenly the spark burst
into a purple blaze, ‘Get out!’ it screamed. ‘Get away!’

Pushing
myself up and avoiding looking at the red lady I grabbed my
umbrella and Sir Percival and rushed him backwards towards the door
we’d come in. But it wasn’t there.
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Sir
Percival’s eyes were glued to those of the servant behind me. I
heard the steps of their shiny boots head towards us, and felt the
red lady’s hand against my arm. ‘Get OUT!’ the purple blaze
screamed even louder.

The door
had to be there! I forced Sir Percival to turn round and ran him at
the wall where the door had to be.

“Oof!” he said, bouncing off the wall. “Miss Love–” he began
before I pushed him against it again. Did I catch some movement in
the wall?

I didn’t
dare look back - I just knew we had to get out and away from the
three other people in the room.

“Push, Sir Percival!” I cried. “We need to get
out!”

“But–!”

Another
push ceased his inane question. There! I spied a thin vertical line
of light. Arms grabbed me from behind but I quickly raised my foot
and stamped at where I’d seen the line. The door burst open and I
yanked my arms away, wildly swinging my umbrella behind me and
feeling it gratifyingly smack against flesh. I grabbed onto
anything of Sir Percival I could and forced ourselves through the
door. We stumbled to the floor into blessed daylight.

Umbrella
at the ready I turned to defend ourselves against the red lady and
her companions, but the door quickly swung back closed. The
splintered edge was the only evidence it ever existed.

Catching
my breath I noticed the bright light from the porthole was moving
over the floor. Why was it doing that?

Quickly
I got to my feet and looked out. My stomach jumped at seeing the
crowd far below. I was sure this wasn’t meant to happen when we
were still aboard. Where were we going?

Still on
the floor Sir Percival groaned. Better that than whatever those
three planned to do with us, I thought grimly. Then realised the
red lady still had my hat. I thought for a moment then decided I
never really liked it anyway.

Grabbing
Sir Percival’s arm I helped him to his feet.

“Miss Lovelady?”

He
seemed surprised to see me.

“We’re moving, Sir Percival.”

Still in
slight shock he turned to look at the door we’d exited moments
before. “What happened?”

“I believe I saved us.”

He
looked around the corridor and peered out a porthole. “But we’re
still aboard?”

“Yes.”

“And moving?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

We
needed to get off and, although I resisted the thought, knew it
would help if we had the Liaison with us. I decided the best way
forwards would be to catch up with the portly officer and the rest
of the visitors. With that in mind I took Sir Percival’s arm and
hastened up the corridor in the direction they’d taken. Still
slightly bruised and battered, and probably wondering what was
going on, he let me lead him.

I
realised that the corridor led along the side of the main reception
room, and as I’d heard the other visitors in the other part of the
room there must be another entrance. Preferably one not disguised
as part of the wall.

The
corridor split in two ahead of us with one part curving to our left
and the other heading up another set of stairs. Just how big was
this airship?

The only
possible route to the other part of the state reception room was
around to the left so I dragged Sir Percival in that direction
hoping that the others were still present.

As we
rounded the curve an ornate doorway appeared and I hastened towards
it. I heard no voices and looked in. Empty. The chandeliers were
lit and I saw to each side of the large room were portraits, with a
thrill of fear I recognised those of the red lady and the officer.
They were members of the Russian royal family? The enormity of what
I’d discovered filled me up, preventing me from drawing breath -
later today the ship was due to visit Her Majesty, with no doubt a
sightseeing trip around this airship, and especially a visit to the
Caspian Star.

It must
be stopped at all costs!

I was
now desperate to find the Liaison and hoped he hadn’t imbibed too
much of the local tea to be of use. Where would they have gone now?
To the right of the door was a dead-end (although marvellously
decorated). They hadn’t had time to pass us on the way back down,
so they much have gone up the other set of stairs.

My heart
hammering, I pulled Sir Percival after me.

“I say, isn’t–?”

He’d
seen the painting of the Russian officer, he was probably a prince
or something.

“Yes, but we must find the Liaison.”

“Really?”


Understandably he seemed quite taken aback at this
information.

“Yes,” I forthrightly advised him.

We came
to the bottom of the stairs and I looked around for anyone, be they
friend or foe. It was empty.

“Her Majesty is in mortal peril,” I added.


Carefully I started up the stairs.

“But I saw no penguins?”

My mind
flashed back to the murderous mechanical penguins created by Mr
Tok.

“Not penguins this time. Something more… evil.”

“Gracious!”

“Indeed.”

“Hamsters?”

I needed
to cease this conversation now, and impress upon him the enormity
of the danger we, and Her Majesty, were in. Making sure I was on a
step higher than him I grasped his lapels, pulled him into my face
and hissed, “Vampires!”

His
overly hairy eyebrows climbed up his forehead and he looked
wonderingly at me as if determining whether I was telling a
joke.

“Vam–?”

“Yes!”

“Bu–?”

“We need the Liaison to help us prevent this airship from
visiting the Royal family.”


Momentarily he was silent, looking into my earnest face,
weighing up my words, then glanced down at my hands grasping his
lapels. I let them go and he straightened up. “Let us save Her
Majesty, Miss Lovelady.”

As one
we turned and headed up the stairs.

For an
airship of this size there seemed to be exceedingly few staff. By
now I would have expected to run into several of them even if they
were merely brushing dust from the (marvellous)
decorations.

We
gained the top of the stairs and looked round. This floor seemed to
house smaller rooms, whether reception or for officer use I didn’t
know. Where would the visitors have gone? Then it came to me in a
flash – the bridge! The staple part of any visit, be it to ship or
airship.

I’d
forgotten which way we now faced, was the bridge to our left or
right? I was unable to judge by looking out the windows, which gave
a scary view down upon London’s rooftops, and couldn’t read the
gold lettering on the doors so asked Sir Percival, “Which one says
Bridge?”

He
peered at the Cyrillic lettering on the doors around us and pointed
to those upon the largest pair of doors. “I can’t read it either
but must assume the bigger they are means the most
important.”

We
hastened along the corridor to the large doors and I turned the
handle. They were locked. Surely they should be open so that other
officers could gain access?

I looked
at Sir Percival to see if he had any thoughts, but he didn’t return
my glance. Instead he was looking down the corridor.

The
other doors were opening and members of staff were exiting and
heading towards us. Desperately I kicked the Bridge door but it
didn’t budge. How were we to get to the Liaison, or failing that,
prevent the airship from meeting Queen Victoria by
ourselves?

I
suddenly realised I didn’t know the Liaison’s name so it was with
some shame that I yelled “Liaison! Sir Percival needs
you!”

I looked
around to see if the familiar hippo-like face would appear from any
doorway. No.

Seeking
a way out I began to head back towards the stairs, but came to a
stop when I saw heads of other crewmembers coming up it.

I tried
again, “Liaison!”

Escape
for myself and Sir Percival was now my first thought. But where?
The only exit available to us were the windows. But we were so
high!

Would it
be better to plunge to our deaths or be captured? Or would they
just kill us anyway?

I swung
my umbrella at the closest window and the glass cracked. With
increased frenzy I smashed at it again. The crack
widened.

Beside
me Sir Percival raised his foot and kicked out at the side of it,
causing the whole window to swing away from the airship letting in
a blast of swirling cold air.

“Liaison!” I cried hoping he’d appear and we wouldn’t have to
climb onto the outside of the airship.

Still no
sign of him.

Fear
gripped me as I used my umbrella to push the window the rest of the
way out hoping it wouldn’t land on anyone. Desperately trying to
ignore the ground so far below and the cold wind trying to suck me
out into empty air I held onto one side of the window with my left
hand and looked upwards for something to grab onto. Some sort of
guttering was above the window, but too far for me to
reach.

“Out, miss Lovelady!” Sir Percival, said pushing me sideways
out of the window.

Still
holding the edge of the window I shrieked in fear and surprise and
swung outwards, my heart hammering. Frantically I reached with my
umbrella to the guttering above me, luckily the handle caught the
lip of the guttering and held otherwise I’d be falling to my
death.

The cold
wind felt like it was playing with me - plucking at my dress and
trying to blow me off the airship and into its deadly
embrace.


Bone-numbing fright filled me as I hung suspended between the
window with my left hand and my umbrella with my right. I held the
umbrella in a death grip, feeling the metal ribs brand themselves
into my hand.

How
could he have done such a thing! If I weren’t in fear of my life
I’d be screaming my heart out at him!

Then I
suddenly felt arms clamping themselves around my waist preventing
me from drawing breath and forcing me to release the window’s edge
and use both hands on the umbrella! I felt Sir Percival’s weight
dragging me down to plunge into the yawning chasm below! Cold air
swirled around my ankles and up under my dress where it had no
business being. What was he doing now?

“Get off me!” I cried out.

“I can’t!”

For some
reason he was wriggling about and I felt my suddenly sweaty hands
begin to slide down the umbrella.

“Stop doing that!” I yelled in fright.

“I’m trying to save our lives!”

“We’ll fall to our deaths!”

“We need to get away from the window!”

Just
then I felt the guttering seem to give way and screamed in fright.
I closed my eyes not wanting to see the ground quickly come up
towards me, but I still felt Sir Percival’s body press my body
against the side of the airship. What had just happened?

I
squinted through my eyes. The guttering was still above us but,
turning my head slightly, I saw we weren’t right next to the
window. We’d slid slightly more around the curve of the airship.
That’s what he was doing – getting us away from the window! But
what were we going to do now?

The
strain in my arms told me how close we were to falling to our
deaths. Even if the crew couldn’t get to us there was no way I’d be
able to hold on until we got closer to Buckingham Palace and
hopefully decreased in height enough to jump off.

I looked
up again praying my umbrella would hold, and saw that the slope of
the airship lessened above the guttering. Up was the only way to
go. “Climb up me, Sir Percival!” I cried down to the man squeezing
my waist.

He
needed no further urging as one hand reached up to grip my right
shoulder. I fought the urge to cry out as his full weight hung from
my shoulder when he released his left arm from my waist. I imagined
the umbrella being squeezed to the diameter of a shoelace by my
bloodless grip upon it.

One hand
released my right shoulder and I felt the umbrella being moved as
he grasped it. Then the blessed relief as his weight was no longer
on me, but his body still pushed me against the side of the airship
as he climbed higher. Looking up I followed his progress hoping
he’d remember to help me up as well.

I saw
movement from out of the corner of my eye and turned to see a
crewman leaning out and looking down at the ground. With but a
slight turn of his head he’d see me. I held my breath as much as I
could but it must have been my blue dress being blown about by the
cold wind that made him look my way and cry out in
surprise.

He
quickly disappeared back round the side of the airship into the
window. Before I knew it he was back out again and trying to aim a
gun at my swinging body. I screamed in fright and suddenly felt a
hand grip my left forearm lifting me upwards. Quickly, releasing my
right hand from the umbrella, I reached upwards and grasped the
first thing it came into contact with which, in this case, was Sir
Percival. Never has one person so quickly climbed up
another.

The gun
fired and I felt the bullet narrowly miss my scandalously uncovered
ankles.

Still
managing to keep hold of my umbrella I climbed over Sir Percival
and spied some metal rails further over, luckily the slope towards
them was less severe. I swung my umbrella out and snagged the rail
closest to me with the handle, then scrambled over to it as fast as
possible.

While I
held onto the rail for dear life Sir Percival again used me as an
ad hoc climbing aid. When he was able to firmly grip the rail with
his right hand I climbed over the railing and into safety, with Sir
Percival joining me momentarily later.

We were
between the balloons and the gondola sections of the airship. The
rails surrounded a recessed rectangular area, in the middle of
which was a round metal hatch flat against the floor with a wheel
in the middle. The four corners contained winches with rope wound
around them, which were the ones the crewmen used to rappel down.
That felt like a lifetime ago but was probably less than an hour or
so. Metal ladders with safety cages around them led up to the
balloons from the front and rear of the area. Thick metal cables
helped attach the gondola to the balloons.

Above us
the airship was kept afloat by three huge, grey canvas-covered
sausage-shaped balloons with, between them, two large metal-walled
containers. A metal framework held everything together. From the
plumes of smoke streaming behind us I guessed the containers housed
the steam engines. In contrast to other airships I’d seen the Czar
Nicholas didn’t have its engines attached to the gondola section
hanging below the balloons, instead they were in among the balloons
providing power for the several large propellers.

One of
the ladders had a thick metal tube running alongside it. I assumed
this housed the control system from the bridge to the engines as
higher up it split in two with each part entering a metal
container.


Initially the design seemed flawed – wouldn’t it make more
sense for the engines and propellers to be attached to the gondola
section? But then you had to bear in mind the idea of luxury -
there would be less annoying vibration from the engines; no dirty,
dusty coal would need to be stored on the gondola; and the smoke
from the engines would be further away and likely not trouble the
royal family. And, of course, they had more than enough money to
build it, install an electric lighting system, and decorate it with
gold and precious gems. The Czar Nicholas was a blatant show of
power.

We sat
in the recessed area looking at each other breathing heavily, quite
astonished we were still alive.

The
central metal hatch before us was the only way I was contemplating
going back down, but it also meant capture, which was not an
option. We also had to prevent anyone coming up after us. At this
moment in time the Liaison was on his own.

I saw
the hatch’s central wheel start to turn and desperately looked
around for something to prevent it from opening. My umbrella,
although doing sterling service so far, wouldn’t do the job, and I
couldn’t see Sir Percival holding it shut for any length of time.
Length? That was it! I got up and rushed to the winch closest to me
and pulled the free end of the rope. Hurrying back to the hatch I
tied it around the spokes of the wheel and then went back to the
winch. Quickly I turned the winch’s handle, tightening the rope
and, with a burst of joy, saw it prevent the wheel from being
turned.

Dull
thuds came from the hatch as whoever it was realised they couldn’t
open it and started beating their hands upon it in
frustration.

I drew a
well-earned breath. Now we had to prevent the state visit to Her
Majesty.
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Sir
Percival reached into one of his pockets and brought out a pair of
leather and brass goggles. Why he always had some pairs handy was a
mystery to me; probably some obscure childhood incident. I smiled
my thanks and wiped the tears caused by fright and the cold wind
from my face before putting them on.

A
gunshot sounded and a piece of the metal surface around the hatch
burst upwards. We both jumped backwards away from the hatch and Sir
Percival quickly put his own goggles on. They were shooting at us!
But what about the balloons above? Were they so desperate to kill
us that they didn’t care if they hit them?

“The propellers, Sir Percival!” I cried, indicating above us
and trying to make myself heard against their noise and the wind.
If we stopped the propellers then the airship couldn’t go anywhere.
Unfortunately It also meant that we’d need to climb higher. Sir
Percival also looked upwards, his white hair blowing wildly around
his head, but it was now not able to get in his eyes.

Another
shot from below quite dramatically focused our thoughts and we
headed for the closest metal ladder up into the balloon and engine
section of the ship.

I fought
the knowledge that the only thing preventing me falling to my death
far below was human ingenuity. Cold air swirled around me again as
I made sure to grip the railing around the ladder and headed
upwards, with Sir Percival following behind.

The
ladder ended on a metal catwalk that led underneath the balloons
and had further short ladders leading up into the long metal
containers where the engines were housed. To my dismay I saw there
was a crewman in blue overalls attending to one of the propellers.
It would only be a matter of moments before he turned and saw us.
There was no chance he’d believe we were part of the crew or the
Russian royal family. Perhaps if we disabled the propellers on the
side furthest from him?


Unfortunately he chose that moment to turn round. Spying us
he gave a surprised shout. With no further ado I ran towards the
closest propellers. With a quick apology for what I was about to do
to such a life-saving device I leant over and thrust my umbrella
deep into its workings, letting go before my hand was ripped
off.

With the
sound of a squealing pig the propeller ground to halt and the
airship tipped alarmingly to one side. If Sir Percival hadn’t
already been holding onto the rail and grabbed me we’d’ve been
dashed down to the top of the airship or flung
overboard!

The
crewman wasn’t so lucky and gave another surprised cry before he
landed heavily upon the rail surrounding the recessed area below
and ceased moving.

The
airship swung back the other way and we held on while it continued
to pendulum. It’s forward motion was now arrested but the other
propellers could be put to use to make up for the damaged one. To
really stop it we had to destroy the steam engines, and I was just
the girl for the purpose.

“We must destroy the engines, Sir Percival!”

“My thoughts exactly, Miss Lovelady!”

Gripping
onto the metal railing we headed back to the short ladders leading
up into the engine rooms.

I
glanced downwards and saw that more shots had been fired creating
an uneven circle of holes around the hatch. It wouldn’t be long
before the holes were close enough so it could be pried opened like
a tin of beans. We had but a short time to do our worst.
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A round
hatch faced me at the top of the short ladder. I didn’t believe
that they’d think to lock it against someone already on board, but
there was always the possibility of a crewmember being inside.
Carefully I turned the central wheel and pushed it up a smidgen.
No-one was in evidence. I thrust it the rest of the way open and
stormed up inside ready to use the element of surprise in an
assault against any crew present.

My
adrenaline rush was for naught as I was the only person there. I
was once again struck by the fact that there were surprisingly few
crew for such a large airship.

The long
room was hot, noisy, and smelt of soot; though it was pleasant
being out of the swirling cold wind and within four strong walls.
Bright sunlight came through a large skylight in the ceiling above
us. Several unlit lanterns hanging from the walls were probably put
to use at night.

A large water tank and bags of coke lay to one end of the
room close to the steam engine, which was roughly the size of the
carriage we’d arrived in that morning. To the other end of the room
was a storage and workshop area with several tables. But what
stopped myself and Sir Percival in our tracks was the presence of a
large white box about the same size as the steam engine next to it.
The white material it was made from was nothing I was familiar with
and when we got closer we noticed it seemed to give off a
nutmeg-like odour. Pistons from the steam engine led out through
one wall to the propellers, but some, currently idle, also led into
the white box next to it. On the opposite side of the white
box to where the pistons entered it was a
strange glass contraption that had traces of purple aetheric gas
inside and similarly led out through the walls and into the
balloons on either side.

They
were using aether? The steam engines, as well as driving the
propellers were also being used as a power source to draw aether
into this world? Perhaps that was how such a massive airship was
able to be constructed – they’d discovered a method that created a
very light type of aether? Then it burst upon me – this was how
they knew about Sir Percival! They knew of his experiments with
aether and thought to invite him, somehow get him aboard and, with
the aid of the cover model of Cossack Horserider Weekly, steal him
away to Russia!

The
jackals! The heinous black-hearted devils! Not only was Her Majesty
in dire peril but also Sir Percival’s aetheric knowledge! Cossack
Horserider Weekly be damned! If we survived this I’d find a
different publication for him that contained no mention (or images)
of Russian maleness. It was just as well that I’d also come along
and disrupted their plans!

But then
what about the red lady? They’d also known about me?

My
thoughts were interrupted by vibrations and sounds of boots upon
the metal ladders – below us the hatch I’d tied closed was now
open.

Behind
me Sir Percival peered into the white box where the pistons entered
it. I knew what he was thinking – aetheric knowledge was our bread
and butter, if in front of us was a new method to draw aether into
this world then we simply had to know about it. But there wasn’t
time. Was there a way to both protect Her Majesty and learn the
aetheric secret?

Around us the sunlight dramatically dimmed, leaving the only
light that from the steam engine’s firebox and the soft
nutmeg-smelling glow from the white box. A thought struck me - it
didn’t seem to be threatening rain earlier. I looked up through the
skylights and saw thick dark clouds boiling up as if from nowhere.
That was most certainly not normal British weather, unfortunately
my umbrella was no more.

I
hurried back to the hatch we’d entered and closed it turning the
central wheel as much as possible. It wouldn’t hold for long but
would give us more breathing space. Then I spied the bags of coke
at the end of the room. It would mean trapping us inside, but what
choice did I have? Shouted orders came from outside and I rushed to
the sacks of coke and dragged a heavy bag to lay upon the hatch. It
wouldn’t prevent shots being fired into the engine room, but maybe
they’d think twice because of the aetheric device?

After
piling three large heavy bags on top of the hatch I looked over at
Sir Percival. As usual, when examining something, he was muttering
under his breath. The room was so dark now I lit one of the
lanterns and went to join him.

The weather was most peculiar. Glancing up I almost dropped
the lantern in surprise. Standing on top of the skylight and
looking down at us, were the officer and the red lady. In her hand
was the Caspian Star, within which blue lights swirled. Above her
windblown dark hair the pitch black clouds were mirroring the
movement in the massive sapphire. She was using the stone to
control the weather?

“Have you discovered anything, Sir Percival?” I asked quickly,
still looking upwards.

“Not yet.”

“We have little time.”

“I realise that, Miss Lovelady.”

“Even less than you may have thought.”

He
glanced queryingly over at me and then up in the direction I was
looking. “Bu–!” he said, staggering back slightly.

“Yes.”

Only one
option came to mind – destroy the aether machine. It would probably
mean our deaths as well but we had to do something or all was
lost!

Above us
the stern-faced officer knelt down upon the glass and began to
punch it. Cracks appeared and then small splinters of glass began
to fall down.

Even
though my eyesight was enhanced by a strange aetheric side-effect I
still lifted the lantern up to combat the inky blackness. I hurried
to the workshop area and spied a peg board with tools secured upon
it attached to the wall above a workbench. A hammer, or something
larger, to smash the aether-containing glassware would be most
prudent at this juncture.

Seeing a claw hammer I grabbed it and hastened to the
glassware. Because of the darkness caused by the black clouds
above, the aether’s purple glow was now clearly visible. I brought
the hammer down upon the glassware but it didn’t break. For the
purpose of containing aether it must have been specially toughened.
From above more splinters of glass fell upon me – they were nearly
through!

Aiming
at a thin-looking junction I brought the hammer down with my full
strength. A small fracture appeared. Heartened I raised the hammer
again but felt it plucked from my hand. Spinning round I faced the
red lady. She smiled at me showing her elongated incisor teeth and
held both the Caspian Star and my hammer in her hands. Cold air
swirled through the hole created in the glass ceiling.

‘GET AWAY!’ the purple blaze in my mind screamed.

Once
again I felt her unworldly influence. She was so beautiful, we
could have a lovely life together, why would I want to do anything
to stop her? The purple blaze seemed to beat itself against the
inside of my skull. I cried out at the warring feelings crashing
through my mind. I closed my eyes and fell to my knees at the
onslaught.

My heartbeat jumped into racing speed as if I were in the
Oxford Vs Cambridge boat race. Blood rushed around the veins and
arteries in my body. No doubt the vampire above me felt it as well.
But what could I do? She was a vampire – an abnormally strong
creature of the night!

But then
something unusual occurred – just as I felt my heart would pound
its way out through my chest, a strange calmness settled over me,
like some anti-adrenaline was now flowing through my veins. A
diamond-hard resolve grew inside me like a tree, slowly at first
and then increasing in pace. I would NOT die at her
hands!

Opening
my eyes I clearly saw the world in bright shades of purple. This
wasn’t how my enhanced sight was before – this was something new. I
looked up at the red lady and her fanged smile faltered as she
caught sight of my eyes through the goggles. She probably had no
idea what was going on either.

“What are you?” she whispered in confusion, again seemingly
directly into my mind.

The resolve sped up through my body and I quickly stood up
and swept the Caspian Star from her hand. It fell to the ground in
the darkness behind her.

She
fiercely swung the hammer at me. I blocked the blow with my left
hand and with my right grasped her neck, feeling its coldness. Her
eyes widened, shocked at what I was doing.

Through gritted teeth I snarled, “Alive!”

Grabbing her right wrist to prevent her using the hammer on
me I bent it back forcing her to drop it, then swung her around
using her momentum to smash her head against the glowing purple
glassware I’d failed to destroy earlier. Her left arm flailed at me
but my resolve was unyielding – she needed to die, and if by doing
so I could prevent this airship from meeting Her Majesty then all
the better.

The
fracture I’d created in the glass increased in size.

My grip
upon her throat tightened and I pulled her back up ready to thrust
her back against it.

I caught
sounds of the struggle behind me and remembered that before me Sir
Percival had taken some of his own anti-aether medicine. Perhaps it
was enough to prevent his mind being taken over by the vampire
officer?

The red
lady hissed at me showing her abnormal dentition. Her left hand
grasped my arm trying to remove my grip from her neck, but it was
too weak against me. Again I smashed her head back against the
fracture I’d created. A faint mist of escaped purple aether glowed
around her head. Almost there.

With the
fourth thrust shattered glass fell to the floor and her head was
entirely engulfed by the poisonous purple gas. How would it affect
her? I had no idea. I just knew it was toxic for normal mortals.
What affect it had upon the undead was an untested
experiment.

An
unearthly shriek escaped from her and her struggles increased
making it difficult to hold her thrashing head inside the purple
gas.

I
avoided her desperately kicking feet and, after a short time, her
grip upon my arm lessened and her hand slipped off. Her body seemed
to wilt and I felt thick fluid run down my hand. What was going
on?

Carefully, and ready to thrust her back into the aether, I
pulled her head out. I almost dropped her in shock as the grinning
skull of a skeleton looked at me - all the hair, flesh and brains
had been melted into a thick liquid which was running over my hand
and down her dress. My stomach told me it wanted to void its
contents, but I held firm. Was she dead, again? I had no idea.
Would the escaped gas affect me or Sir Percival? We’d both taken
the anti-aether medicine, we may be alright. Also, the gusts of
cold air coming through the ceiling might be enough to dissipate
the poisonous aether. We would soon discover the answers to both
questions.

Still
holding the flesh around the red lady’s neck I turned round to see
how Sir Percival was faring. With a burst of fear I saw him limp in
the vampire officer’s arms, his head was back exposing his
neck.

“NO!” I cried and swung round to fling the remains of the red
lady at the officer.

He
stumbled as her body hit him and turned, hissing at me, his eyes
red and glaring. I’d possibly killed one vampire, another would be
the icing on the cake.

He
dropped Sir Percival and I hoped his copious hair would help
cushion his head against the hard floor.

With
fangs prominent the officer stepped over the red lady and rushed at
me. At the last moment I dodged to one side and pushed his back to
help him on his way into the cloud of escaping purple
aether.

He
screamed, clawing at his eyes as the aether worked its fearsome
deed.

I
hurried towards him, grabbed the back of his uniform and hair and
forced his head back into the gas. Vainly he tried to push back
against me, then swung his fists behind him hoping to injure me.
Even though he hit me several times my resolve and hands were
firm.

Slowly
his escape attempts ceased and he slumped to the ground. This time
I was ready for the abhorrent sight of his fleshless
skull.

Three people lay on the floor, only two of whom I knew were
dead, but not. If you got my drift.

I went over and knelt at Sir Percival’s side. Sweeping his
white hair away I was relieved not to see any puncture marks on his
neck. But was he still alive? I felt for a pulse and almost cried
out at feeling a sluggish thump. What about the other two? Would a
vampire missing all the flesh on and in its head be considered
dead? I knew of only one thing that would kill a vampire –
sunlight.

Above,
through the glass skylight black clouds continued to swirl. The
Caspian Star was still somehow in control of the weather. I needed
to stop its unnatural influence.


Remembering the direction it had fallen when I’d knocked it
from the red lady’s hands I looked about the floor for it. My
purple vision aided me immensely in the darkness as I saw faint
blue light moving underneath a worktable. Scrabbling for it I heard
thumps coming from the entrance hatch. Looking back over the three
prone bodies I saw the heavy bags of coke were still doing their
job.

Picking
up the grapefruit-sized Caspian Star I held it steady on top of the
table and took a large hammer from the pegboard on the wall in
front of it. Then a thought struck me - I was going to deliberately
smash the worlds largest sapphire? Was I mad? What sort of
preposterous dream was I experiencing?

I looked back at the bodies on the floor behind me and jumped
at seeing flesh slowly growing like cancer on the white bone of the
vampire skulls.

Resolve
boosted I raised the hammer and brought it down upon the beautiful
swirling blue sapphire. My eyes, somewhat protected by the goggles
I still wore, were momentarily blinded by a bright flash of blue
light emitted from the stone.

Quickly
I blinked sight back into my eyes and beheld the shattered sapphire
in front of me. It lay in three large pieces with many smaller
fragments scattered around. The swirling blue lights were no more.
I looked up to see the unnaturally black clouds swirl their last
and then quickly disperse. Shortly, beams of bright sunlight shone
down through the glass.

Again I looked back at the vampires and saw the parts of them
exposed to the sunlight slowly crumble to dust. Unfortunately this
was swirled up by the cold wind coming through the hole in the
skylight. What could I do with their remains? Looking round I spied
the steam engine’s firebox. Holding my breath and using my sleeve
to cover my nose and mouth as much as I could I found a broom and
dustpan to one side of the workbench. Quickly I headed to the dust
and swept it up. Putting on a thick glove that was on a peg to one
side of the engine I opened the firebox and threw the dust inside.
What to do with their clothes? I decided to take no chances and
bundled the now empty clothing up and also fed it into the
cleansing fire. The red dress was of a gorgeous fabric, soft to the
touch, it would look and feel fabulous on me. But then I remembered
the red lady’s skull with the flesh slowly growing back. Into the
firebox it went. I added some more coke to the fire for good
measure and considered it a job well done.

Sir
Percival was slowly stirring on the floor. I was unutterably glad
he’d not turned to dust in the bright sunlight.

“Miss Lovelady?” he said groggily.

“Yes?”

“Why are we still alive?”

“Fortitude, Sir Percival. Fortitude.”

“Ah.”
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Even
though the vampires were smoke blowing behind the airship we still
had the airship crew after us. Several of whom were apparently
attempting to gain entry through the coke-sack covered hatch.
Luckily no shots had been fired – they seemed aware of the danger
of the explosive aether. Just to be on the safe side I hefted a
further bag on top of those already holding the entrance hatch
down.

 

Sir
Percival sat up on the floor and cast his eyes to the mysterious
white box.

“If there were some way to discern its secrets or take it with
us…” he mused to himself.

I went
and sat on the floor next to him enjoying the lack of imminent
death, the solid metal beneath me, and the bright sunlight on my
face.

“We happen to be inside a workshop, Sir Percival.”

It was
like throwing a firecracker into a bonfire as he leapt up and
rushed over to the other end of the room into the workshop area.
Quickly he scanned the available tools and then spied the shattered
sapphire on the workbench.

His bushy white eyebrows climbed up so far that they hid
under his correspondingly white hair. He looked over at me, a
question seemed to be burning its way out through his
brain.

Before
he could say anything I cut him off with, “It was for our own
safety and that of Her Majesty. And that’s all I’ll say upon the
matter.”

I could
see further questions forming up like waves ready to break upon a
beach, but I turned away and found a comfy bag of coke to lean back
against.

Waving
my hand tiredly at the white box I said, “Strange aether
machine.”

He took
my hint and soon the sounds of tools being put to use lulled me to
sleep.
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A hand
shook me from a dream of kissing Katherine, her soft lips tasting
of the juicy apple we shared. Blearily I looked up and, for the
second time that day, my heart burst into a sprint as a monster
looked down at me.

My eyes
got accustomed to the light and I realised it was just Sir
Percival, his eyes covered by brass goggles.

“Time to go, Miss Lovelady.”

A strong
feeling of déjà vu swept over me.

I swallowed to wet my dry throat, “Not before time, Sir
Percival.”

He helped me to my feet. Sunlight was still coming through
the skylight that seemed to have a much larger hole in it. Leaning
against the wall leading up to it was a ladder, which I had a very
bad feeling about.


Surreptitiously I glanced around the engine room for any
undead vampire remains, and breathed a sigh of relief in the cold
air at not seeing any.

As we were singularly not
surrounded by Russian crewmen I assumed that
they’d decided to just leave us here and capture us when the
airship landed.

This
appeared to be quite a boon as Sir Percival had certainly been busy
while I snatched a well-earned forty-winks to recover from my
vampire slaying antics.

The
large white box was no more; instead large pieces of the white
material that contained the aether-generating device were propped
up against the walls of the room.

“How does it work, Sir Percival?” I said, looking at the
strange metal and glass structure that used to be hidden within the
white box.

“As yet I’m not sure, but felt that I wouldn’t be able to
complete my examination in the time permitted.”

He still
didn’t know? But what were we going to do? Then I spied something
that made my stomach sink.

Sir
Percival noticed where I was looking and smiled happily at me. “You
like it?”

“No, Sir Percival, I don’t. It is untested and singularly
dangerous.”

Propped
against the wall was a large metal and canvas contraption in the
shape of a filled V. Strapped in with torn pieces of canvas was a
misshapen lump the size of a bedside cabinet.

The
flying V was something Sir Percival’s mind played with in the
laboratory. Several times when we were between aetheric experiments
I’d found paper darts scattered around the laboratory floor. It
appeared that Sir Percival had now constructed a very large one in
the hope it would aid our escape. Perhaps his hair served as an
ant-like antenna for receiving insane idea pheromones, or perhaps I
was still a bit tired.

“I’ve created harnesses for both of us and taken what I
believe is the heart of the device and strapped it in. I hope it’ll
be safe,” he added musingly, looking at the lump.

But what
about me? Didn’t I deserve to be safe?

“Oh, and I’ve set the steam engine to explode in five
minutes.”

“WHAT?”

“I felt it best if we cover our tracks. Here,” he handed me a
golf ball sized piece of the sapphire I’d smashed earlier. “You
seemed most adamant to see it.”

“But where’s the rest of it?”

He
nodded towards the steam engine’s firebox.

I’d
killed two vampires who happened to be members of the Russian royal
family and he’d thrown a fortune’s worth of sapphire into a steam
engine’s firebox and then set it to explode to ‘cover our tracks’.
The sooner our visit ended the better.

“Time, Miss Lovelady.”

I
couldn’t agree more.

Quickly
I secured the sapphire fragment in a pocket and girded my loins to
brave the heights. I’d done it before, I could do it again.
Although my trusty umbrella was no more at least this time there
was more of a plan than jumping and hoping (although not by
much).

We
hefted the flying V up the ladder and out onto the skylight. The
cold wind blew the last vestiges of my forty-winks away. Fear hit
me again as the London skyline surrounded us and I noticed
Buckingham Palace in the distance. I hoped I’d done enough to save
Her Majesty.

We stood
on the skylight and Sir Percival held the flying V up. My heart was
in my mouth as I arranged my skirt around my legs so I’d fit in Sir
Percival’s idea of a harness. With more than enough ankle showing I
quickly secured myself in as best I could and hoped my tucked-up
skirt wouldn’t be a hindrance. I was between the devil and the deep
blue sea – I had no wish to experience what an exploding steam
engine (with the aether most likely to go up as well) felt like,
but to escape it I had to trust a foolhardy flight of fancy! When I
was almost finished he quickly strapped himself in next to me.
Behind us was the important part of the aether device.

He lifted up the flying V and shuffled round (forcing me to
grab the metal struts closest to me and move round as well) so that
we faced to the side of the airship; ‘starboard’ I believe would be
the ship term.

With a
quick glance down into the engine room and then at myself he burst
into a run towards the edge of the skylight making me follow suit
or we’d bring ourselves crashing down. Before our feet left the
edge of the skylight and met the canvas of the sausage-shaped
balloon he jumped.

I cried out as my feet once again dangled in open air. Just
as I felt we were going to fall back to land on the canvas balloon
the world exploded behind us.
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The loudest noise I’d ever heard deafened me and combined
with a giant hand which thrust us into the air making the craft
tumble around like a leaf in a hurricane. I think I screamed but
couldn’t hear anything. Then a wave of heat and shrapnel pelted us.
As if things couldn’t get worse, startled birds flew into our
haphazard path and deposited noxious loads upon us in their
fright.

Sir
Percival struggled to control the flying V by means of ropes
attached to flaps on the canvas above us and just as I thought he’d
got the hang of it the aether exploded.

I was upside down at the time and facing backwards. The
bizarre sight of a purple fireball entirely too close for comfort
heading down towards my feet filled my vision. Then the shockwave
hit and things went even more strange. And I think I was sick.
Either that or I failed to see a really large bird do its
unmentionables on me.

While I
was I still in some sort of daze London’s skyline steadied itself
and the flying V swept above houses and surprised onlookers. I had
no idea where Sir Percival was aiming for, or even if he was aiming
for anything at all.

I
glanced behind us and saw the purple fireball rising into the
sky.

That
looked like curtains for the Liaison.

Something whipped at my ankles and I looked down to see we
were now flying above treetops. Ahead was a wide area of grass. Sir
Percival next to me wore his determined look. This was it then.
We’d made it off the Russian state airship (destroying it in the
process) and were going to come to ground in a park, with probable
serious injuries to contend with. Unbidden, thoughts of Katherine
came to mind, and I felt rather glad that she hadn’t had to go
through all of this. What would she have made of it all? Would I
have been able to save her from the vampires? And would my umbrella
have coped with three of us hanging from it?

The
ground came closer and closer. Pedestrians screamed and ran out of
our way.

“Get ready to run,” Sir Percival said in a determined
voice.

Whether
it was directed at me or a group of lollygagging strollers I wasn’t
sure.

He pulled at the flaps to try and stall our speed. The front
of the flying V lifted up like a bird coming in to land, then his
feet touched down and he grunted with the strain of preventing us
from disastrously crashing to the grass. My feet then felt terra
firma and I knew what he had just felt. My legs did their best not
to collapse but were unable to cope with the speed and mass, and
the flying V tipped forwards and impaled itself into the
turf.

Severely shaken I mentally examined my body for any
excruciating pain, but found nothing but strained
muscles.

We’d
done enough to crash safely.

Even though I was upside down I took a deep breath to calm my
thundering heart and was unutterably glad to be on the ground
again. If I was able to extricate myself I’d kneel on the grass and
kiss it like a long-lost friend, similar to what I hear the Pontiff
sometimes does on his overseas trips. As it was I heard several
observers of our escapade hurry over to us ready to find out what
on earth we were up to, and realised my dress was in a rather
unladylike mess. Quickly I released my grips from the metal struts
and fumbled at the harness – I had no wish for strangers to have an
unobstructed view of my underthings.

But, I
was alive and that was all that mattered. Oh, and judging by the
terse mutterings coming from beside me, Sir Percival was as
well.
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We decided the best thing to do was to put the aether device
into safe keeping and find out what happened to the Liaison. To
this end we took the flying V apart with some tools Sir Percival
purloined from the airship for this very purpose. Remarkably, even
with partly wiped-off bird droppings (and other stains) on us, we managed to
persuade a steam cab to take the flying V, the well-covered lumpy
device, and us, to a rather non-descript house on Magpie
Street.

While the cabbie waited we headed inside to accost the
receptionist, Mr Twocock. As ever his dark hair was perfectly
combed and his dark wool suit and white shirt immaculately
tailored. He sat behind a large walnut desk with buff folders
awaiting his attention, an array of fountain pens awaiting his use,
and a hat stand with a black bowler and a grey coat hanging from
it. On the wall to his side were several bell pulls that summoned
other staff members. When I’d been interviewed for the post of Sir
Percival’s assistant he used one to summon a grey, dusty old man
who’d asked me the most impertinent questions.

The
green-wallpapered room had a couple of expensive-looking landscapes
on the walls and four closed doors leading further into the
building. I’d only ever been permitted behind one, and had no idea
what lay beyond any of the others, or even how large the interior
of the Department was.

A mix of confusion at seeing us and disgust at our state was
writ large upon his smooth, shiny face. I knew he was mentally
cataloguing the smallest detail of our dirty, dusty, wind-blown
selves.

“Sir Percival, Miss Lovelady, delighted to see you again. Um,
is the er… Liaison, not accompanying you?”

I shared
a glance with Sir Percival.

“We seem to have become separated,” Sir Percival
replied.

I felt it usually best to leave Mr Twocock to Sir Percival as
they seemed to be Birds of a Feather, as it were.

“Oh?”

I could
see him mentally make a note to pass to his superiors concerning
the matter.

“Yes, were on our way to see if we can locate him but need to
temporarily store some items here first.”

“And how was your visit to the Russian state
airship?”

“Um, oh fine… fine.”

He
smiled at Sir Percival to begin the process of wheedling the truth
from him. I wanted to avoid giving him any information at all, and
also I wanted to get back to Katherine. So I butted into their
politeness with, “We’ll bring it in, you tell us where to put it
for safe keeping and we’ll be back when we determine the Liaison’s
whereabouts.” For all we knew he was spread over central
London.

“Is it dangerous?”

Sir
Percival and I shared another look.

“Possibly.”

He
turned to the bell pulls and, without looking, pulled the one to
the far left. I heard no sound but knew that somewhere, deep within
the building a bell had just sounded to summon someone. I bet it
wouldn’t be the grey man again.

He rose
smoothly from behind the walnut desk and walked past us in a cloud
of gentleman’s scent to open the front door, making sure not to
accidentally brush against us and dirty his own
clothing.


Regarding the steam cab he said, “You seem to have left
Wilkins behind as well.”

How much
did we dare tell him?

Sir
Percival took the easy option and said, “Yes.”

“Then it’s just as well he came here.”

“He’s here?” I blurted out.

He
smoothly turned to me. “Yes, Miss Lovelady. Do you wish to partake
of his services?”

“Please.”

The
cabbie we’d had to borrow was fine as far as he went. But what I
was really after was Mrs Miggins’ hamper under the seat. I was
utterly famished!

Mr Twocock moved on with “How large are the items, Sir
Percival?”

Sir Percival did things with his arms to demonstrate and Mr
Twocock said over his shoulder, “Room two, and let Wilkins know
he’s required, Jenkins.”


Startled, I turned to see the possible twin of the Liaison
behind us, though he was much wider, had hair, and wore a black
suit. How such a large gentleman got there without me hearing him
was quite unnerving.

Jenkins
politely nodded at us, squeezed through the doorway and headed down
the steps to the cab. Opening the door he reached in, slid the
misshapen device out and carried it up the stairs. I made sure to
stand well clear as he passed us and walked through the open door
he’d entered from. After placing the device somewhere he repeated
the process with the deconstructed flying V.

“They shall be available for when you get back, Sir Percival.
Miss Lovelady,” Mr Twocock smoothly advised us.

I joined Sir Percival in exiting the building. I could have
waited inside but always felt peculiarly ‘lubricated’ after dealing
with Mr Twocock. While Sir Percival paid the cabbie I enjoyed the
feeling of firm ground under my feet waiting for Wilkins, and the
hamper, to arrive.

Shortly
the same cab we’d left in so very early that morning drove round
the corner and up to us. My heart lifted at seeing the familiar
face of Wilkins in the driving seat, and nearly exploded at seeing
the hamper untouched under the rear seat.
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The steam cab headed towards the cloud of smoke rising high
into the sky. What would we find? What would the Department do if
the Liaison was dead? Give us someone even sneakier? In this case
it really was ‘the Devil you know’ being better than a new one. And
would Sir Percival leave enough cheese sandwiches for me? These,
and many other thoughts, crossed my mind as we drew
closer.


Similarly to this morning, pedestrians seemed to be
gravitating to where we were heading. After a short time the cab
had to slow down to avoid hitting people.

A hatch
opened and Wilkins looked in at us. Luckily we were between bites.
“Can’t go no further, Guv. Miss. You wanna get out
here?”

The
crowds of spectators we saw through the windows made it obvious we
were as far as we could get by cab. We exited and accompanied the
crowds in their excited trek. We couldn’t help overhearing hearsay
and rumour concerning what had happened. Apparently the airship
either blew up by itself – possibly some aether miscalculation, or
the Russians had done it themselves to discredit Queen Victoria, or
some madman had his hand in it. I listened in vain for someone
mentioning vampires, or two people escaping from it in a foolhardy
exploit. Apparently there were survivors though. I hoped the
Liaison would be one of them.

“Miss Lovelady?”

“Yes, Sir Percival?”

“Did your er… Miss Katherine give a reason for being in
London?”

What was he talking about? I’d left Katherine back in bed.
Somewhere I was most eager to discover her when we finally got back
from this misadventure. Perhaps she could also aid me with a
most thorough bath beforehand?

“Why do you ask?”

“She’s just entered the shop over there.”

He pointed towards a haberdashery to our left. Was he sure it
was her? I knew his eyesight was excellent and, although his mind
did gloss over the fact that Katherine and I were female, he did
manage to differentiate between us. Should I go over there and say
hello or continue on and discover if the Liaison was still
alive?

Sir
Percival caught my torn look.

“I know you and she have er…
things to talk about. I
shall continue on to see if the Liaison is still in the land of the
living.”

Was he finally understanding the ways of women? Or was it a
case of ‘out of sight, out of mind’? Whatever the reason I hurried
through the crowds of people. Most of them when seeing the state I
was in must have sympathised with my urge to visit a haberdashers
and moved out of my way. Arriving at the shop he’d indicated I
found it closed with the shutters down. Had it just shut for the
day due to all of the excitement? If so, would Katherine come out
shortly with whatever she went in for? And why didn’t she tell me
she would be here?

My heart
leapt - what if she wanted to surprise me with
something?

I saw movement through the closed shutters and hurried away
down the street and round a corner. I’d happily let her surprise me
if she wanted.

The door
opened and I recognised the dress and hat as those of
Katherine’s.

I
didn’t, though, recognise the lady wearing them.
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The
crowds of people passing by on the street ignored me as they headed
to see the remains of the downed Russian airship. That was fine by
me as I was dirty and smelly from somehow surviving the airship’s
destruction and throwing up in the escape. But also because my
thoughts were confused at what I’d just seen - Katherine, the lady
I loved, had disappeared. The clothes I recognised as hers were
now, somehow, being worn by a stranger.


Gradually the lady wearing Katherine’s hat and dress melted
away into the crowds. What was going on? Why wasn’t Katherine in
her own clothes?

Maybe
the shock of killing two vampires and having a major hand in the
Russian airship’s destruction made me stand and stare at the last
place I saw the strange lady. Then something inside my mind gave a
little kick, unfortunately too late to be able to follow the
stranger into the crowd, so I headed to the haberdashers from where
she’d exited a short while ago.

Would I
be able to gain entry and find an answer? There was but one way to
find out.

Quickly
I hurried back up the street and tried the door. Locked. Shielding
my eyes I tried to make out any movement behind the blinds, but saw
nothing. That wouldn’t stop me though, so I hurried back to the
alley I’d used to spy on the person I thought was Katherine and
went through it to see if I could gain entry around the
back.

I
entered chill shadow and shivered as if something had just walked
over my grave. Speeding up I dodged the accumulated smelly rubbish
and exited the alley. The street this side was much quieter, almost
as if it was in a different place and time.

Thin
flower beds and window boxes containing bright flowers decorated
the outside of neat little terraced houses. I hurried up the street
to where the rear of the haberdashers was and had a surprise, so
much so that I looked back to the alley to see if I’d
miscalculated. No, I was correct - the rear of the haberdashers was
Mistress Velda’s Emporium of the Arcane Arts.

What was
going on? Had Katherine been visiting the haberdashers or Mistress
Velda?

I
approached the small mullioned windows and peered in. This shop
also looked closed, but also possibly unused for quite a while if
the skeleton hanging in the window was Mistress Velda, or one of
her staff.

I
touched the front door handle and jumped at a cry of “Miss
Lovelady!”

The
sound of steps came from behind me and I turned to see Sir Percival
and a sooty and most dishevelled-looking Departmental Liaison
following behind. For some reason I felt slightly better knowing
that we hadn’t killed him by destroying the airship, but also
they’d back me up if I needed to enter Mistress Velda’s arcane
Emporium.

Sir
Percival came up close to me and whispered, “Best do what you need
to do quickly; the Liaison is still quite shellshocked and may not
take in what you’re up to.”

I nodded
my thanks to him and turned back to the handle. Similarly to the
haberdasher’s, it was locked. Quickly I looked through the windows,
peering past the skeletons of varying sizes, shrunken heads, books,
and more candles than you could shake a chicken’s foot at. But I
saw no-one and nothing that spoke to me of Katherine.


Disheartened I turned back to Sir Percival and said, “We’d
best get back. There may be something among her belongings that
would help solve this conundrum.”

He
nodded his agreement and we each took one of the Liaison’s arms and
helped him back to the steam carriage.

 


 


Back to
Top

 


 



 


Two

 


 


Evening
was falling as we arrived back at the Stately home that the
Department owned. I didn’t realise how famished I was until my
stomach protested most unbecomingly at the smell of dinner cooking.
Heeding Sir Percival’s advice that we needed to clean ourselves up
first or Mrs Miggins would refuse us entry to the dining room I
quickly washed and changed into far cleaner clothes.

But
before heading to the dining room I opened the drawer on
Katherine’s side of the bed to begin my investigation.

At the
bottom of the drawer underneath her masses of jewellery
knick-knacks (she so did love bright glittery things - I was sure I
could get the splinter of the Caspian Star cut and set into
earrings and a matching necklace, and perhaps even a ring) were two
envelopes. Both addressed to Katherine at a town she’d never
brought up in conversation. Though, to be honest, geography, apart
from that of our bodies, was not our normal topic of conversation.
Both were missing the letters they may have contained, but in both
were rough pencil drawings of what appeared to be Da Vinci’s
Vitruvian man but inside a cog. I had no idea what that meant, if
anything. The postmark date on one was from three years ago and on
the other only a few days ago. Why the difference in dates? And why
were they empty?

My
thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the dinner gong. As the
sound reverberated around the stately home I secreted them in a
pocket and planned to ask Sir Percival if he knew anything about
the town written on both.

Mrs
Miggins was forced to serve us herself as one of her staff was
already absent due to a family issue, as well as the disappearance
of Katherine (who’d replaced one of her more recalcitrant
staff).


Thankfully the Departmental Liaison seldom ate at the same
table as us, perhaps feeling it was best to avoid over-familiarity.
This evening though he’d also managed to cement himself into Mrs
Miggins’s bad books by arriving to dinner in the same
smoke-stained, dishevelled state that Sir Percival had found
him.

While
ladling soup into my bowl Mrs Miggins stood close and whispered,
“Have you two had a tiff, Miss?”

She was
the fount of all gossip in the house and seemed inordinately put
out by not knowing why Katherine was absent.

“No,” I whispered back, “Have you heard anything?”

“I’ve asked the rest of my staff but they only know she left
shortly after noon. Destination… unknown,” she added, needlessly
melodramatically.

I could
tell how rattled she was by her lack of information as I needed to
indicate to her that my soup bowl would soon be
overflowing.

“Oh, sorry, Miss.”

Sir
Percival raised his hairy eyebrows at me as she moved off scowling
to serve the Liaison.

“She received two letters,” I whispered at him.

He
looked blankly at me, “Who?”

“Katherine.”

That
didn’t seem to aid his memory.

“Girl that works here? Long dark hair? Hazel eyes you could
lose yourself in?”

“Dab hand with a pepper grinder?”

Well,
yes.

“What do you know about Southend-on-Sea?”

He
considered the question while somehow navigating Mrs Miggins’
excellent soup past his luxuriant beard and moustache into his
mouth.

“Nothing springs to mind.”

I knew
it was a long shot anyway so wasn’t too disheartened.

“I’ve not looked through all her things yet, but I doubt Mrs
Miggins had found anything of use in her staff
quarters.”

Sir
Percival nodded his agreement. “I’m sure she’d have been most
thorough.”

When I’d
first been taken on as Sir Percival’s companion I quickly appraised
Mrs Miggins that my room was out of bounds. On learning what
miracle I’d achieved, Sir Percival similarly advised her, with the
result that she informed me in no uncertain terms that I now
responsible for making sure that both our rooms were habitable. It
was a small enough price to pay for privacy. I did though have a
sneaking suspicion that neither she, nor her staff, wanted to delve
too deeply under his bed.

“Maybe if I take a leave of absence? Say my family is of need
of me?”

“You wish to go there?”

Was Sir
Percival actually following the conversation? Had the airship
debacle addled his brains?

“Yes, I wish to find out if Katherine is safe,
and…”

Emotion
made me stop. Thankfully I believe I hid it by dabbing my lips with
a napkin before the Liaison could notice, though he did seem more
interested in the non-steaming vegetables that Mrs Miggins had just
‘accidentally’ served him.

I
regathered myself as my soup dish was taken away and the main
course served. I caught Mrs Miggins’ looking at me and she
whispered, “You’re going after her?”

“Yes.”

A few
more carrots found their way to my plate. And they were steaming
hot.

I’d
never wondered about Mrs Miggins as she was already a part of the
furniture that came with the stately house. Was there a Mr Miggins?
I had no idea.

A
thought occurred to me and I quickly whispered to her, “What do you
know of Southend-on-Sea?”

She
pondered the question while absently giving Sir Percival far too
many French beans for his constitution (I was extremely glad I had
no reason to be in his room tonight).

“Hmm, there’s some nasty places in Southend.”

I wasn’t
sure I wished to be delving too deeply into her reminisces. Then a
thought occurred to her and she took out a well-used pencil and
piece of paper. After licking the end she quickly scribbled
something on the paper.

Handing
it to me she said, “Here’s a place I know. Food was better than
expected. Hmm… a passable hotpot. A tad too much salt in the fish
sauce–”

I felt
it prudent to cut in and stop her before she critiqued the whole
menu. Taking the piece of paper with a heartfelt, “Thank you!” I
noted that ‘The Whale’s Gizzard’ was probably a unique name for a
guesthouse.

What
better recommendation did I require? The only thing was to give a
plausible explanation for my absence. Luckily the day’s events had
taken their toll on the Liaison and he was nodding off over Mrs
Miggins’s excellent steamed pudding. I didn’t rate his chances of
ever receiving edible food again.

Quickly
I flattened my napkin against the tablecloth, scribbled a quick
sentence on it and headed over to him.

“Hello,” I said to his slightly sooty, bald, drooping
head.

Bleary
eyes in his hippo-like face looked up at me.

“Mmh?”

That
seemed the best I’d get.

“It came to me that we needed some special equipment; if you’d
care to initial this requisition order…?”

His
slab-like hand raised itself and I pushed the pencil into it and
placed the napkin on the table in front of him. He blinked at it a
couple of times and my heart found its way into my throat. Would my
ruse work?

I
decided not to smile at him as that always seemed to set him on
edge.

With a
sigh he slowly scrawled on the napkin. I knew his normal signature
and it seemed similar enough.

“Thank you.”

“Mmph?”

“Yes, yes it was.”

I headed
out of the dining room after flashing a smile at Sir Percival, who
looked like the French beans had begun their invidious assault upon
his digestive system, and back to my room.

I sat on
the carpet with Katherine’s clothes and scent surrounding me. I’d
found nothing else of use. It was like she was a blank slate. Where
had she gone? Why had she gone? It seemed I’d never be whole again
until I found her.

Quickly
I packed my travelling case and headed to bed. I needed to be up in
time to catch the first train to Southend.
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The sky
was overcast as I closed the large front door behind me and began
the walk along the long drive to the front gate. I’d struggled out
of bed not long ago – escaping from destroying a blimp the day
before did rather take it out of one – and hoped the morning air
would clear my head. The only other umbrella I had tapped the
ground beside me. I hoped I wouldn’t need it to save my life as the
first one had done.

The dark
blue travelling dress and hat I wore seemed to match the day’s
mood.

As this
was personal business I wasn’t allowed to make use of the
Department’ steam carriage, so it was with quite some surprise that
it came round the side of the house and stopped next to
me.

From the
driver’s seat Wilkins raised his hat revealing his craggy face,
“Lift, Miss?”

“You won’t get in trouble for this?”

His
response was to spit on the ground. “If you can’t help friends what
use are you?”

I smiled
up at him, “Thank you.”

“I can only take you to the station, mind. Not the whole way
to Southend.”

It
seemed that my journey was now common knowledge. I could only hope
that the Liaison was out of the loop.

Opening
the door I lifted my travelling bag into the carriage and
gratefully joined it. Was this a lucky portent for my journey? I
could but hope.

We
chuffed into town and stopped next to the station
entrance.

I’d been
on trains before, mainly when accompanying Sir Percival to examine
aetheric inventions. This though was different and felt like I was
on some adventure.

Having purchased a First class ticket (I’d made a pact with
myself to never go back to my roots), and a newspaper, and learning
I’d need to change at Fenchurch Street I
sat on a bench and watched my fellow
passengers. They seemed to be a mix of business people and excited
families looking forward to seeing the sights. Did Katherine know
any of them? She’d never mentioned family to me, and then there was
her behaviour before Sir Percival and I left to see the Russian
state airship. Had she left because of me? I had to find out and,
if possible, repair the damage in our relationship.
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Fenchurch station was a maelstrom of sights and sounds so it
was with quite some relief that I found my way to the platform for
the Southend train. On the way I bought a sandwich from one of the
many vendors and realised I could have just paid him a penny as he
was so surprised at the sight of my pink hair. As it was he nearly
short-changed me before I coolly reminded him of basic
mathematics.

The
train to Southend was a much smaller one than the cross-country I’d
caught to get into London, comprising only three carriages. I got
in the First class carriage, placed my bag in the rack above my
head, and my hat and newspaper (for emergencies) on the seat beside
me. With some toots and some shunts we soon headed out under
lowering skies. Even though it was still early morning it felt like
twilight had fallen. The train wound its way through the smoke and
haze of thousands of chimneys, which only slightly cleared when the
Thames arrived on our right side, its sluggish waters reflecting
the dark clouds that threatened rain.

At one
of the stops a bowler-wearing gentleman in a brown suit and
carrying his own newspaper entered my carriage and sat down.
Naturally he was interested in my hair but I put my newspaper to
good use and started reading the idiocy of the day, using it to
shield myself from entering into annoying conversation.

Luckily
it was but a short journey and before I’d felt the need to plumb
the depths of some nonsensical law currently going through the
House of Lords we arrived.

“May I?” the man asked in a strong cockney accent, indicating
my bag above my head.

“Thank you.”

It was
always nice to have some help considering that I’d never see him
again.


Replacing my hat and folding my paper I stood and moved out
of his way when he reached up for my bag. Some strange scent came
off him, tickling my nostrils. Probably some fashionable hair
cream, I thought to myself.

I smiled
my thanks and left the carriage, heading towards the ticket
inspector at the platform’s exit.

The
station master was bawling at porters up ladders to hurry up and
light the gas lights as the station was nearly in darkness due to
the strange weather.

I
stopped just inside the station’s exit in case the threatened
deluge had begun. But no, it was just very dark. As a precaution I
opened my umbrella and approached the cab rank. I gave the
next-in-line bowler-hatted driver the address of the guest house
Mrs Miggins had recommended and got in. We steamed off along the
main thoroughfare and I looked around at the place. The impression
I got was that it was trying to be a smaller, local version of
London. Did Katherine originally hail from Southend? How did she
become tangled up with Mr Tok?

Too many
questions! First things first. Get a place to stay, then head to
the address on the envelope, and then go from there.

The road
turned a corner and we were now puffing along by the Thames, I
noticed an incredibly long pier heading out into its estuarine
mouth, and the shops had turned into touristy ones in among
guesthouses. Though I doubted Sir Percival would appreciate
receiving a postcard bearing a fat mother-in-law joke, which was
apparently quite the rage these days.

I
checked the names of the guesthouses in case my destination was one
of them. It was with some relief that I noticed several of those we
passed had vacancy signs hanging outside.

The cab
pulled in to the kerb next to a shop with crab and fish-shaped
balloons blowing in the breeze outside. I was momentarily
nonplussed until I made out the whale-shaped shingle of the
guesthouse next to it, The Whale’s Gizzard it was.

I took
my umbrella and travelling case out and paid the driver. The clouds
seemed even darker now I was underneath them. I hurried up the
white steps and opened the front door.

 


 


Back to
Top

 


 



 


Five

 


 


Closing
the guesthouse door behind me I saw the bright flowery-papered
hallway had a small white reception desk with a curtained doorway
leading off it. To the other side was a closed glass-paned door
leading into the dining room where several tables had been laid
with napkins and cutlery, ahead of me was a flight of stairs
leading up to the guest rooms.

Next to the guest register was a domed press bell. As I heard
no one coming to see me I pressed the bell. A bright
Ting! rang
out.

“Just a second, dearie!” came a strangely familiar voice from
the curtained-off doorway.

I stood
rooted to the spot as a veritable doppelganger of Mrs Miggins
walked through, drying her hands on a tea-towel. The same tightly
curled hair, the same brown eyes. Had she followed me
somehow?

Peering
behind me she said, “Just you, luvvie?”

Even the
accent was hers.

“Um, yes. Er, Mrs?”

“Morris, dear. Lovely hair you’ve got.”

“Thank you.”

“How long for?”

I’d not
thought that far. She must have seen the indecision in my face as
she said, “We’ll take it as it comes, then?”

“Yes, thank you.”

She
named a price which, in my limited experience, seemed reasonable
per night and I agreed to it. Then, expertly spinning the register
round to me said, “Name and address please.”

I filled the requisite information in, and as I just
had to know I asked, “Do
you have a sister?”

The
welcoming smile left her face and the temperature immediately
dropped below freezing and I wished I’d not opened my
mouth.

“No pets or members of the opposite sex in your room.
Breakfast between seven and nine. Dinner at eight sharp. No
exceptions. Here’s your key, up the stairs, third on the left.
Thank you for your custom.” She bustled her way without a backwards
glance through the doorway she’d entered from.

I was
quite taken aback at her response. Perhaps there were memories she
had no wish to relive? Picking up the key which had a ‘3’ on it,
and my belongings I headed up the stairs and smiled to myself –
there was no chance of anyone of the opposite sex in my
room.

On the
way up I passed several small seascape paintings hanging on the
walls. At the top of the landing a large window with a whale motif
let light in.

Room
number three was small and pleasant, with nautical knick-knacks
scattered around the place and a flowery coverlet on the
bed.

I hung
my umbrella on the hook behind the door and placed my case on the
bed. Before beginning my search I needed to freshen up. Undoing the
clasp and opening my bag revealed a folded piece of
paper.

I
certainly didn’t put it there, and the only other person to handle
my bag was the brown-suited man on the train.

Sitting
on the bed I carefully I unfolded it and read the words ‘Forget
her’ written inside.
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I don’t
know for how long I sat on the bed looking at the words. I knew
something strange was going on with Katherine. I mean why would a
stranger be wearing her clothes? But this? This was far more than
just a missing person situation. She must really be in danger if I
was being warned off from finding her. But who else knew about me
coming to Southend? I only knew myself yesterday afternoon. Maybe
Mistress Velda had looked into the future and saw me on the
train?

There
was no chance I’d meekly back down. I’d seen the results of that in
the dark, dangerous alleys of London. My only thought at that time
was to get out and get away from the hunger and desperation and get
a better life for myself.

Anger
grew in me - whoever it was had never threatened anyone like me.
I’d make them regret ever making that mistake.

The
longer I sat the more my resolve grew, until it forced me to my
feet and out of the room to find her.

Mrs
Morris was nowhere in sight and I thought she’d not appreciate me
ringing her bell to ask directions.

Even
though it was approaching noon the sky outside the front door was
still strangely very dark. Thankfully I’d remembered to bring my
umbrella with me and opened it as a precaution on my way to the
gift shop next door.

A bell
rang as I opened the door and made my way along the racks of
trinkets and postcards (with unfortunate examples of the
aforementioned mother-in-law jokes on them), but the warning I’d
received from the man on the train made me dismiss the exhortations
to ‘have a lovely time in Southend-on-Sea.’

Arriving
at the serving counter I smiled (though I didn’t feel like doing
so) at the short, silver-haired lady, who, in turn, looked
wistfully at my hair.

“Hello, would you be able to direct me to 8a Honiton
road?”

“Oh, second left and just round…”

She
stopped as a thought came to her. Frowning she said, “Did you say
8a?”

“Yes. Is there a problem?”

“Just a moment, dear. George!” she called through an open door
behind her.

A broad
Scottish accent called out, “Yes, woman!”

“Honiton Road. Was that where the fire was?”

The
sound of boot steps grew in volume and a tall, heavily bearded man
appeared through the open doorway.

“Aye, Honiton road. It was in the paper a while back. Why d’ye
ask?”

The lady
nodded towards me, “She’s asking about it.”

His dark
eyes examined me, especially my hair.

What was
going on now?

“Terrrible thing,” he said, dramatically rolling his
r’s.

“What was?”


Silver-hair took up the story, “A few years ago gas lines
were being put in and some mistake was made–”

“Council cock-up!” he interjected darkly.

Ignoring
him she continued, “And several houses were blown to
bits!”

“Smitherrreens!”

“Yes, smithereens!”

Her eyes
widened and she seemed to be lost in happy memories. This was all
very well but it still didn’t tell me much.

“And?” I prompted.

“Oh, sorry, dear.” Her voice lowered to a conspiratorial
level, “No survivors were ever
found.”


Strangely it looked like she was taking great delight in the
macabre story.

“And 8a was one of those houses?”

She
looked at the man for confirmation.

He
nodded, “Oh, yes. Completely destrrroyed.”


Remembering the postmark date I asked, “Two years ago?
Three?”

“Our Sandra pupped soon afterwards if I recall?” his eyebrows
queried her.

“Yes, yes you’re right. They’d be around three by now. Must
remember to send cards.”

A puzzle
had just been added to my enigma. If the address no longer existed
because it had been blown up by a gas explosion around the time the
letter was sent, where could I go next? I thanked them and left,
lost in my thoughts.

“Don’t forget to visit the pier!” the lady called after me
before I’d shut the door.

I needed
time to think and, as my stomach informed me, also something to
eat.

The sky
outside was still strangely dark. Not wanting to be caught in
whatever downpour was overdue I went back to the Whale’s Gizzard to
see if Mrs Morris would consent to cooking me something. Hopefully
she was as good a cook as her possible twin sister. It might also
be a chance to repair my faux pas earlier.


Thankfully this time I opened the door I found her in a white
apron pottering around dusting the many pictures on the
walls.

“Hello. I’m sorry for earlier.”

She
turned and gave me a look, the sort that said I’d mortally wounded
her.


Strangely, her resemblance to Mrs Miggins made me want to
trust her.

“I’m looking for someone, and the only lead I had hasn’t come
to anything.”

I must
have looked particularly forlorn as her face melted into a motherly
smile and she took me by the arm. My stomach chose that moment to
sound its own form of distress, and she smiled even
more.

“Hungry, dear?”

“Famished.”

“I have just the thing.”

She led
me round the small reception desk and through the curtained
doorway. Past a comfy chair with a newspaper next to it we headed
down a short corridor and into the warm kitchen. Several saucepans
had steam coming from them and the smell of something
mouth-watering was emanating from the oven. She reminded me even
more of Mrs Miggins; though I decided not to mention any form of
relation to her ever again.

A stool
by a small corner table was my destination.

“Back in a jiff, love.”

With a
well-worn oven glove she took a plate and filled it with various
things from the oven and the saucepans came back and set it down
next to me. Then she went and got a knife and fork and some
red-coloured drink. I set-to with gusto as she pottered around
stirring the saucepans and generally doing kitchen things. If she
and Mrs Miggins weren’t related then I was a monkey’s
uncle.

I knew
what she wanted – my story. But she was polite enough to wait and
feed me first.

With my
plate empty and stomach full I nursed the strawberry drink in my
hands and opened my mouth to begin.

“It’s a man,” Mrs Morris quickly said, interrupting
me.

“Wha–?” I began, totally thrown.

“Young girls always come alone to Southend because of a
man.”

“No.”

But she
nodded with absolute certainty, “Every single time.”


Admittedly there was a man - the one that warned me off
looking for Katherine. But apart from that, no. Just,
no.

“And they always end up the same way.” Her face fell at the
memory and her small hand patted my arm in a motherly
way.

“Really?”

“They walk along the pier and are never seen
again.”

I didn’t
know what to say about that. Was there a police investigation into
it? Did they jump off, or somehow catch a ship at the
end?

She
looked into my face like a constipated chicken and gripped my arm
as if trying to force her will into me, “Please go home and forget
him.”

I had a slight loop-hole in that it wasn’t a
him she wanted me to
forget. But was there a link between the place Katherine was last
seen and the pier? With the only clue I had gone it sounded like
the pier was a place worth investigating.

“Thank you for a lovely meal. I’d best get on now.”

“Please don’t go to the pier.”

“Be assured I shall merely look at it from a
distance.”

Slightly
mollified by my answer she let my arm go and took my plate as I
turned to leave.
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The
Thames looked like dark, rippling grey silk under the rain-heavy
clouds. The pier stretched before me and merged into the far shore
making it look like a thin, black bridge. Gas lights at far enough
intervals to have shadows between them lit the boardwalk. A cold
wind had sprung up and mournfully whistled between the wooden
boards.

A more
inconducive place to visit I had yet to imagine.

The few
sightseers brave enough to visit it today were on their way back,
probably deciding that their warm homes were a far pleasanter place
to visit.

I met
the wrinkled face of the uniformed bewhiskered gent manning the
ticket booth and felt warm air flowing under the glass from him. I
noticed he had a small stove upon which he was warming a small
teapot.

“Just the one, Miss?”

“Yes.”

“Nasty day.”

“Certainly looks it.”

Money
and tickets were exchanged and I caught a sad look from him as I
walked away raising my umbrella. He and Mrs Morris seemed to be of
one mind concerning young, single girls and Southend
pier.

I hadn’t
lied to Mrs Morris: I was going to look at the pier at a distance -
the distance of less than six feet.

The cold wind found its way under my dress and I set off at a
brisk pace, my walking boots providing a percussion to my chanting
thought – ‘I will find her, I will find her.’

Out over
the dark water the wind had free rein and my dress blew about my
legs. I held my umbrella tight mitigating the worst of its force
against my head and torso.

The
buildings at the end couldn’t come soon enough.

Glancing
back I saw I was the only person on the pier.

As I
walked the clouds above grew so black it seemed like I was inside a
monstrous creature’s mouth, the Thames below, its wet
tongue.

“I will find
her. I will find
her.”

I
realised I was now verbally chanting as if trying to ward off some
dark evil.

How far
had I come? I looked back and saw the gas lights stretch into the
distance behind me. Was I near to the buildings at the pier’s end?
I turned back and cried out in surprise, finding myself face to
face with the stranger on the train.

He
grabbed my arm and I kicked him in the shin. With a cry he dropped
to the floor but didn’t let my arm go. Another kick found its way
between his legs and this time he did let go.

I turned
and began running back to the shore, my boots loud on the wooden
boards, my heart racing.


Realising my umbrella was still open I closed it as best I
could, if necessary ready to use it to fend him off and to save
myself.

Slowly I
became aware of the sound of boots running behind me, and a
dissonant vibration through my own feet. He was coming
closer.

The
shore was far too far away. I’d never make it to it before he got
to me. Anger grew in me at what he’d done – threatened me, grabbed
me, and now he was chasing me!

Purple
flame flared in me and I stopped and turned with snarl, holding the
umbrella up with both hands.

His eyes
widened with surprise as he ran into me, bowling us both over. In a
flurry of arms and legs my head hit the wooden boards and
everything went black.
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A
strange smell tickled my nostrils and I sneezed, which set off a
stab of pain on the right side of my head. I grit my teeth, hissing
against the pain and slowly opened my eyes. It seemed that Sir
Percival’s tonic was still working as I saw a mess of ghostly
purple images in the blackness around me. Slowly my blurred
double-vision resolved into something more useful and I saw a round
table in front of me with a sphere and a dome next to each other in
the middle. At the same time I realised my arms were tightly bound
against my body and that I was tied to a chair. Although not a very
nice thing to have done it did mean that I wasn’t floating lifeless
in the Thames.

To avoid
making my head hurt too much I gingerly moved it to look around and
jumped (as far as the ropes permitted) at seeing several skeletons
hanging against the wall to my right. There also seemed to be an
awful lot of candles, shrunken heads, and books piled on tables. A
thought came to me – was I in Mistress Velda’s Arcane Emporium of
the Arts? Or somesuch combination of words (my memory still being
slightly addled).

The
faint sound of breathing came from my left and I slowly turned my
head towards it, wondering if it was my jailer.

A very
tall domed birdcage contained a sleeping woman wearing a plain
white dress sitting in a chair. Her head lolled forwards and her
hair obscured her face. But with a thump of my heart I instantly
knew it was Katherine! But looking like nothing I’d ever seen
before - a strange purple glow seemed to emanate from within
her.

Just
what on earth was going on?


Continuing my survey of my surroundings I saw there were two
doors, one either side of me. The one to my right looked like it
had long strings of beads hanging down in front of it. The room
reminded me of those where séances took place and fortune tellers
fleeced the unsuspecting. I realised the sphere on the table was a
crystal ball!

Was
Katherine being used as some sort of prop for Mistress Velda’s
otherworldly shenanigans?

The
sound of movement came from behind the right-hand door and I
quickly closed my eyes and shook my head to try and cover my face
so I could maybe catch a glimpse of who it was. Regrettably this
action didn’t play well with my sore head and it set the pain
pounding again.

I heard
the door opening, the beads clicking as someone walked through
them, the scratch of a lucifer sparking to life, and the glass
against metal scrape of a gas lamp as it was lit. Slowly I made out
that the room was getting brighter. Carefully I opened my eyes to a
slit and saw my entire torso was secured by a rope bound around me.
The sound of steps came towards me and I heard the asymmetry of a
limp. Was it the man on the train I’d recently kicked in the
shin?

The
footsteps got closer and stopped. I heard breathing and felt they
were observing me. My hair was grabbed making me cry out at the
pain and open my eyes, then my head was forced back at an angle.
The man on the train looked down at me. He still wore a brown suit
but not his bowler hat, which unfortunately meant I saw his greasy
hair.

“Tricky little devil, aincha,” he said in the same strong
cockney accent.

“Let us go.”

He
barked a laugh at my presumption.

“No chance of that, dearie.”

He let
go of my hair and my head fell forwards. Then he limped off to
light a gas lamp to my left. After he’d performed that task he
walked over to have a closer look at Katherine in the human-sized
birdcage. I felt glad to have injured him, however
slightly.

He
turned to look back at me. “What’s she to you?”

There
was no chance I’d tell him – I didn’t want to give him any hold
over us, and possibly make life even more difficult for
Katherine.


Realising I’d not tell him he shrugged and turned back to
look at her. Reaching through the bars he poked her arm as if
trying to make a captured animal perform. A banked purple fire
within me glowed with heat.


Katherine didn’t react to his actions and he turned away to
look around the room.

“Like to know what’s going to happen to you?” he asked,
off-handedly.

“Nothing is going to happen to us because you’re going to let
us go.”

Stopping
by a skeleton he took its arm and waved it at me, “Nice try, but
you won’t mesmerise me.”

Why
would he think that?

To my
right I caught a glimpse of movement and turned to see a short, but
wide, middle-aged lady walked through the bead curtain. Her black
velvet, bustled dress brushed against the sides of the door; her
hair was slate grey and looked like it was made of the stone as
well. Her face was so pale I doubted it ever saw the sun. A thought
came to me – was she another vampire? I listened for my inner
warning, but nothing.

Her
sharp blue eyes examined me, “Is this the one you told me about,
Micawber?” she asked in a similarly cockney accent.

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said while limping back to the round
table.

The lady
walked up to me, the only way to describe it would be like a duck’s
waddle. Even though I was bound to my chair she was barely a head’s
height above me. She reached a short arm out and brushed a purple
satin glove through my hair.

“Interesting,” she said musingly.

I tried
again, “Let us go.”

I caught
her smile at Micawber.

“Yeah, she tried that with me,” he replied.

“Do you think she has any idea who I am?”

“I don’t care. Let us go.”

“Hmm,” she mused to herself. “You don’t look like sisters;
although the pink hair does rather confuse the issue.”

She
waddled over to Katherine’s cage, her bustle jerking from side to
side, and reached in to grab her hair and pull her head back. I
jerked in surprise anger at seeing bruises on Katherine’s face. The
purple fire inside of me grew hotter.

She
moved Katherine’s head to and fro to compare it against
mine.

I
hissed, “Let us go and I won’t kill the two of you.”

That caught the old lady’s attention and she glanced at
Micawber with a smile on her face. “Feisty,” she said with
relish.

“Yeah, and handy with her boots.”

If
Katherine was sleeping she should have awoken when her hair was
grabbed. With her mouth now hanging open I got the feeling she’d
been given a dose of laudanum.

I turned
my attention back to the old lady, knowing I’d do my best to
destroy her and whatever she was doing.

She let
go of Katherine’s hair and waddled back to the round table and
waited for something. Micawber suddenly seemed to realise what she
was after and hurriedly pulled a chair out for her to sit
on.

When
she’d sat and gotten her black dress comfortable she looked
directly at me. It was like being stared at by a pale
prune.

“Let’s see what we shall see, dear.”

Like a
well-trained assistant Micawber leant over, leering at me, and
moved the melon-sized crystal ball on its stand so that it was
directly in front of her. Unfortunately the optics of it meant that
I looked at an upside-down magnified image of her nose. Why there
was also a metal birdcage on the table was something I could think
about later. It did though match the one Katherine was
inside.

She was
going to look into my future? Part the misty veil? Or somesuch
rot?

“Don’t think I can do it, dear?”

I jerked
back in surprise and saw her smile over the ball at me.

Probably
just a good guesser, I snidely thought.

“Look into the ball.”

Like
hell I would.

Her eyes
flicked up into mine, then back down to the crystal ball. This must
be where the fortunetelling tomfoolery began. I’d read Houdini’s
reports exposing the charlatans preying on the poor souls who had
recently lost a loved one.

“Is there going to be a tall, dark stranger in my life?” I
asked sarcastically. “Or maybe I’ll come into a fortune from some
long-forgotten relative? Wait! The spirits are talking to me,” I
closed my eyes and moved my head around as if in some trance (my
torso being bound by rope), “Woooooh, you’re Mistress Velda!”
Opening my eyes I looked directly into hers, “How am I
doing?”

Ignoring
me she peered into the crystal ball and waved her hands around it
like she was wafting pesky cobwebs away from its smooth
surface.


Apparently she saw nothing as an annoyed look flitted across
her face. She looked up and glared at me like it was my fault. I
hoped it was.

“Lights, Micawber.”

He
hurried over to my left and turned the gas lamp down then walked
behind me, not forgetting to brush his hand through my hair, over
to the right to repeat the process.

Jerking
away from his unwanted attention I noticed Katherine’s purple glow
standing out more. Just what was it?

Micawber
brought an old leather-bound book over and laid it on the table in
front of Mistress Velda. Using the silk ribbon attached to its
spine she opened it to a specific page. Even though I viewed the
book upside down the words were still utterly incomprehensible to
me, but apparently not to her. Micawber then brought two black
candles over and placed them either side of the book and lit
them.

“What are you going to do now? Summon the spirits? Raise the
ectoplasm or something?”

“Hush,” Micawber said behind me.

“I’ve had enough of this rubbish!” Pushing the heels of my
boots against the floor I titled the chair back. I had a vague hope
that it would fall and break against the floor and I’d escape the
ropes binding me to it before Micawber could do anything. How I’d
additionally be able to rescue Katherine was, at the moment,
something I’d not fully planned.

I cried
out in pain as my head was slapped to the side, then my hair was
grabbed again and the silvery gleam of an open cut-throat razor
appeared in my vision.


Micawber’s sour breath warmed my cheek, “Give me a reason to
use this,” he whispered, moving the razor so the light ran along
its blade. I’d seen the horrific results of razor attacks in my
youth and had no wish to experience one. I’d be of no use to
Katherine injured, or dead, so I ceased moving my chair.

Micawber
sighed in disappointment as he let go of my hair and moved the
razor away from my face.

Mistress
Velda started reading from the book. The words made no sense to me.
I didn’t even know what language she was speaking.

Slowly
her voice grew louder and louder and I noticed some phrase being
repeated, something about parrots dancing in cappuccino?

The
skeletons to the side of the room moved as if a breeze rippled over
them. Ropes and pulleys. Most likely.

Mistress
Velda’s chanting continued on with what seemed to be a wish for Mr
Darwin to floss his nose. Well, I daresay, like many gentlemen, his
standards of personal hygiene could do with improvement.

Out of
the corner of my eye I saw a purplish glow seem to materialise over
the collection of shrunken heads. Smoke and mirrors, that’s all
this charlatanry was.

Looking
closer I saw the smoke above each head seem to coalesce into that
of a young girl. Jolly good effect. Really she should go on the
stage with tricks like this.

My eyes
were drawn to the birdcage on the table, where a faint purple glow
was slowly brightening inside. Mistress Velda’s eyes flicked to it
every now and again, especially when she seemed to mention vanilla
and carrot hand-cream. The glow slowly solidified into a human
shape.

A scream
of raw terror came from Katherine and I jerked my head round to
look at her. Her body was vibrating so much that her hair was
waving all around her face. When I caught a glimpse of her eyes
they were wide and staring into the distance. Her arms seemed to be
dancing like those of a mannequin whose strings had been cut.
Whatever was happening to her didn’t look pleasant.

“Stop it! Stop whatever you’re doing to her!”

“But I’m not dear. You’re seeing the spirits trying to take
over her body to pass their knowledge into this
dimension.”

I’d
never heard such rot.

Strange
low growling animal-like noises now came from Katherine’s throat
and made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Was Mistress
Velda correct? Was Katherine channelling spirits?

I
desperately wanted to cry out to her, to try and wake her up from
whatever trance or drug-induced haze they’d put her in, but knew
Micawber would love to put his razor to use on me.

Watching
her, hoping the Katherine I loved was still somewhere within her, I
saw the vibrations and strange noises her throat was somehow making
begin to merge into a rhythm. The feeling that something was most
decidedly wrong came over me when I noticed the purple glow
emanating from her body slowly beginning to pulse in accordance
with the rhythm, which also matched the pulses of the misty purple
light inside the cage on the table.

I
glanced back at Mistress Velda and saw her looking at Katherine
with a greedy look on her face. This was something she expected to
happen?

The
purple pulses increased in speed until Katherine sat stock still,
her head thrown back, her mouth open in a silent scream, her eyes
wide open, her hands clenched into fists on her thighs.

The room
was entirely silent, all our attention was on Katherine and what
was going on with her.

Slowly
Katherine’s muscles relaxed and her head moved back down to look at
us.

A purple
voice deep within me suddenly screamed, ‘Get out!’

This had
only happened once before – when the vampires of the Russian royal
family attempted to trap Sir Percival and myself. But this was
Katherine! Why would some danger-sense within me need to warn about
her?

In the
cage, Katherine’s mouth slowly turned into a smile, the purple
light seeming to make her teeth glow. Then I knew why I’d received
the warning. This wasn’t Katherine’s normal smile, this was the
smile of a predator that knew it had its prey where it wanted
them.
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Nine

 


 


Slowly Katherine stood up, the plain white dress outlining
the body I’d loved many times before, but now? What…
thing was within
her?

She
glanced around the cage as if wondering what puny protection it
afforded us from her.

I turned
back to Mistress Velda and hissed, “What is it?”

Her
almost joyful face turned to smile at me. “Isn’t she
beautiful?”

I
already knew she was beautiful. Well, at least the Katherine I knew
and loved. But this?

“The ancient Egyptians spoke of them – aether conduits –
people who naturally attract aether into this world.”

“What?”

“Many things are unknown about where aether
comes from. The ancient Egyptians used aether-conduits to aid them
in pyramid construction. Apparently some can be
very strong.”

I looked
at her like she’d suddenly gone stupid.

Catching
my look she smiled as if she just didn’t care what I thought. “They
do get hungry though.”


What?

“The ancient texts say the aether spirits much prefer
relatives or people known to the container they’re
inhabiting.”

She was
saying that Katherine was going to eat me?

“I’m so glad Micawber managed to spot you at the station and
get the bait to you.”

I looked
at her wondering what she was going on about.

“The note he left,” she clarified. “You’re
here because Katherine means something to you, which means that
your soul will be so much tastier.”

Movement from the cage made me look back at Katherine. She
reached out with a questioning finger and touched one of the
vertical floor to domed-top bars. Seeming to have learnt something from the touch as she smilingly
looked over to us, grabbed two adjoining bars and slowly moved them
apart.

A gasp
of surprise came from Micawber behind me.

“Is she able to get out?” I whispered to Mistress
Velda.

The
puzzled look on her face didn’t inspire me with
confidence.

“What is she?” I urgently hissed. “How do we get it back where
it came from?”

As if in
response Mistress Velda’s face went even paler than
normal.

“The bars should stop her,” she whispered to
herself.

“Do a damned exorcism!” I cried.

The
bars, at this moment, were being slowly pulled apart, the stressed
metal squealing its annoyance. An evil smile found its way onto
Katherine’s face as the gap widened.

The purple warning in me made me jerk my heels down against
the ground pushing my chair backwards. I felt it hit something and
a woof! of
surprise came from Micawber. I rebounded off him forwards and
knocked against the table, making the birdcage fall over and the
crystal ball fall off its pedestal and roll towards mistress
Velda.

I found
myself on my feet leaning over the table, the chair like a snail’s
shell on my back. Luckily my legs weren’t securely bound like my
torso and I shuffled to my right and made for the door, just as
Mistress Velda rescued the crystal ball and righted the
cage.

Someone grabbed the chair and I jerked it to the side to
break their hold. I overbalanced and fell backwards to the ground.
The chair hit the floor at an angle with a loud crack! and I felt at least one
wooden leg break, as well as the seat.


Micawber’s angry face look down at me, the open razor in his
right hand. I kicked out at him and connected with his already
injured ankle. With a cry he fell to the floor. Fear made me kick
again and I connected with his hand, the razor flying into the
darkness. With my other foot I stamped at his face, feeling a solid
blow as I connected, and he fell backwards.

Quickly
I rolled over onto my front and heard another chair leg splinter.
Jerking my torso back and upwards I managed to get my left foot
underneath me and used it to lift myself up onto to both feet.
Micawber lay senseless on the floor to my left.

I
glanced back to see what was going on and saw the cage bars wide
open and Katherine holding Mistress Velda up in the air by her
neck. Her feet dancing beneath her black dress, her mouth was wide
open in a silent scream, her eyes open in terror. With a shock of
horror I saw her head slowly decrease in size like the monstrous
spirit within Katherine was sucking some sort of essence from her.
I remembered the many shrunken heads around the room, they were
actually the girls that had disappeared?

To
warning screams inside of me to ‘GET OUT!’ my eyes met Katherine’s
and she began raising her right hand towards me. I felt a desire to
move towards her, to be one with her. But suddenly the muscles in
her arm went into spasm and the craving inside me disappeared. She
looked at me with a confused expression on her face.

I heeded
my inner warning and quickly turned towards the bead-curtained
door. I was still unsteady on my feet from being knocked out, and
bashed into a few tables on my way. The last one knocked against
something holding the skeletons up and then against the gas light,
smashing the glass. A flare of naked flame licked against the
wall.


Shouldering my way through the beads and the door I found
myself in an unlit corridor. Thankfully my purple sight helped me
and I hurried along to where I saw another door. I made sure to
bash my chair against the walls to try and further break it
apart.

Was it
my imagination of did I feel raw heat against my back? I didn’t
know, all I knew was the constant shout of ‘GET OUT!’ in my
head.

I
smacked the chair against the door to open it and felt the ropes
binding me to it loosen. Two more bashes and the door splintered
open and the chair broke further. Deep, dark night welcomed me with
cold, fresh air, I filled my lungs and looked at which direction to
take. Gas lights led in a straight line away to my left towards the
town of Southend-on-Sea. I ran towards it wriggling the ropes up
and over my head, while pieces of chair fell to the boards. When my
arms were free and the chair remains and rope behind me I lifted my
skirts and sped up, my boots banging against the wooden boards as
if horses were galloping along with me.
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I ran as fast as I could, my boots ringing against the wooden
boards, my thoughts swirling around as if caught in a whirlwind.
Was Katherine still alive? Why hadn’t she killed me? Had
my Katherine stopped her
somehow? How far had I to go before I was safe?

My lungs
were burning and a stitch in my side made itself known.

The gas
lights seemed to stretch onwards to a black infinity. I couldn’t
tell if I was any closer to the lights of
Southend-on-Sea.

The pain
and breathlessness made me slow down to a fast walk. Sweat poured
off my face and made my dress cling uncomfortably to my
body.

A waft
of smoke met my nose and I glanced round, then stopped in shock.
The whole of the end of the pier was alight.

Yellow
and orange flames outlined the many buildings, black smoke rose to
disappear into the dark night.

I’d
found Katherine and now she was going to die? Without realising
what I was doing I started to run back to the burning buildings to
rescue her.

Before
I’d even gone ten yards the stitch in my side made me slow down,
and then a massive light made me cry out in surprise. An invisible
force threw me backwards and I rolled, tumbling to a stop against a
wooden bench. For some reason I couldn’t hear anything. A massive
purple fireball rose into the sky above where the end of the pier
used to be.

She
couldn’t have survived this! She was dead! I’d killed
her!

Hot
tears flowed down my cheeks. I’d killed my love!
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I lay
where I’d fallen against the wooden bench, my mind not able to cope
with the shock of knowing I’d killed Katherine. Cold slowly ate its
way into my body. My hands and feet felt like solid lumps of ice.
But I didn’t care - my love was dead, and I’d killed
her.

Hands
pulled me to my feet and a rough blanket was wrapped around me. I
was made to sit down on something, and through my never-ending
wind-chilled tears I watched fractured gaslights pass
by.

A loud
hiss was the only sound in the world.
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My
eyelids seemed glued shut. With an effort I forced them open and
saw light shining through gold-coloured curtains. My eyes felt raw,
my nose felt sore, my heart… empty.

A warm
hand squeezed mine. Slowly I turned my head and saw Mrs Miggins
smile down at me. She was wrapped in a blanket and looked like
she’d sat by me all night.

I tried
to speak but my mouth was so dry I couldn’t make any
noise.

“Just a sec, love,” she said faintly.

The hiss
in my ears was still there but not as loud.

She let
my hand go and reached for a glass of water.

With one
hand she lifted my head up and with the other she tipped the glass
so I could sip from it.

The cold
water made me choke and I started coughing. Then all the other
hurts on my body woke up.

Then the hurt inside
my body woke up.

I took
in a lungful of air and screamed at the world.
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Thirteen

 


 


Someone
stroked my hair, smoothing it down.

I felt
warm.

Birds
sang.

Running
water chuckled nearby.

I opened
my eyes and Katherine’s hazel eyes looked into mine.

Without
even thinking I reached for her and hugged her to me like I was a
drowning sailor and she was the only lifebelt on the
ocean.

Emotion
flooded me.

“I… I thought I killed you!”

Her warm
arms hugged me tightly back.

I buried
my nose in her long, wavy hair and inhaled her familiar scent.
Tears of relief flowed down my cheeks and made her hair
damp.

She
pulled back and smiled lovingly at me. I smiled back, too happy for
words to have her in my arms again.

Gently
she leant forwards and kissed my lips. It was as sweet as the first
time.

Her soft
fingers wiped the tears from my cheeks.

“No you didn’t. I was already dead when the aether spirit
entered me. It was all I could do to stop it from killing you as
well.”

At first my mind didn’t take in what she’d said. She was
dead? but I was here, with
her?

“I’m so, so glad you survived.”


Questions piled up like an avalanche in my mind, so many of
them I couldn’t pick one to ask first.

From
close-by a bird’s loud warbled song startled me. It was then I
became aware of my surroundings. We sat on a plaid blanket.
Sunlight warmed us through the high leafy branches of the
surrounding trees. A stream flowed past our feet. Flowers sweetened
the air with their fragrance. She still wore the white dress I’d
last seen her in.

I
scrunched the blanket up in my hand, feeling the wool’s
resistance.

I didn’t
hurt.

This
wasn’t real.

I looked
back at Katherine, questions in my eyes. She reached forwards and
gently pressed her finger against my lips, stilling my queries, but
not stopping my heart from breaking again.

“I have to go soon, Alice. But I needed to tell you how much I
love you.”

I
reached up and held her hand, kissing her fingertip.

“But I want to be with you!”

“You will.”

“Now?”

“No, it’s not your time.”

“Can I make it my time?”

She
smiled, “That’s my Alice, always questioning.”

“Well?”

“No.”

“Why?”

She
looked sadly at me. “Things are different here. I want to be with
you as well, but you won’t if you do that.”

My sight
of her wobbled as tears welled up in my eyes, then like a dam
breaking they rolled their hot wetness down my cheeks.

Dark
emptiness opened up inside of me. I was losing her
again.

“The pain will fade. Your memory of me will fade. But part of
me will always be here,” she touched her finger to my forehead,
“and here,” she touched the skin above my beating heart.

My tears
fell to the blanket.

My soul
ached to stay with her, to be with her always.

I
whispered, “Why did you leave me? If you hadn’t we’d still be
together.”

“If I hadn’t, the Men of the Cog would have found you and
killed you.”

What was
she talking about?

“Who?”

The
landscape became misty and she started fading away.

“No! Wait! Don’t go!” I cried desperately.

I tried
to grab her, to keep her with me but my arms hit each other like
I’d tried to hold mist.

This
time her kiss was only as soft as a summer’s breeze, but I saw her
love for me shining in her eyes.

As if from a distance I heard her faint voice say, “When
it is your time I
will be waiting for you.”
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Also available




Paranormal
Fantasy

 


 


The Court of Crows series

 


Blackmailed Assassin – the Court of Crows #1

 


Who do the Court of Crows use to carry out their
judgements?

Me.

Why do they use me?

Because they know I will do anything to get Callie
back.

 


Killing monsters is all very well but you don’t understand
the meaning of the word ‘monsters’ until the Court of Crows use
you.

 


The Court of Crows is not something you want to experience
more than once. But you have no choice if they want something from
you.

You have no say about where they send you, or even
when they send
you.

 


This time the Court is split on a judgement.

Will I get Callie back?

Does home still exist?

Are you sure?

 


Black Fragments - the Court of Crows #2

 


The Court of Crows has splintered.

Will they now leave Evie alone?

Think again.

 


An envoy for one of the factions arrives to say that we must
repair the Court. I’d much prefer it no longer existed, but Evie
agrees and where she goes I go, as well as Din, our flying
cat.

 


Just how are we meant to repair the Court?

And if we do, will it ever forgive us?

 


 


Splinters – the Court of Crows #3

 


A seemingly accidental encounter in Victorian London
threatens not just the

Court of Crows-sanctioned assassination Callie and I are
on,

but also the love between us.

 


Have my feelings for Callie merely been implanted in me by
the Court so they could

blackmail me into being their killer?

 


How can I discover the truth when reality is
whatever

the Court decides?

 


 


Trilogy

 


The Court of Crows is not something you want to experience
more than once. 
But you have no choice if they
want something from you.
You have no say about where
they send you,
or even when they send you.
Do the job they give you and
hope they bring you back. 


The townsfolk turn a blind-eye to a
lesbian couple (and their flying cat) living on the outskirts, but
we’re the first they call if there’s a monster that needs
killing. 


Life would be far sweeter if the
Court also left us alone.

 


Contains Blackmailed Assassin, Black Fragments, and
Splinters

 


 


Steampunk

 


The Inexplicable Adventures of Miss Alice
Lovelady.

 


 


Mr
Tok - Miss Alice Lovelady series #1

 


 


A murderous attack at Queen Victoria’s Annual Inventor’s
Exhibition is the latest in a series by the mysterious Mr Tok.
Because of the danger posed to Her Majesty the Government is on
high alert.

 


The secret Department Sir Percival (connoisseur of Cossack
Horserider Weekly) and I, Miss Alice Lovelady

(seeker after Sapphic love), work for inform us we must
forego further aetheric

experimentation and put a stop to Mr Tok’s homicidal
activities.

 


But, even with the aid of the dour Departmental liaison, can
we also prevail against the offensive

capabilities of flightless birds?

 


 


The Caspian Star - Miss Alice Lovelady series #2

 


 


A new age of peace is ushered in by the inaugural visit to
Britain of the Russian royal family in their

state airship, the Czar Nicholas.

 


Sir Percival (plus guest – me!) has been invited to the
occasion and I look forward to viewing the ship’s
interior

designed by Gustav Faberge using (rumour has it) at
least two fortunes in gold and gems, as well as the

world’s largest sapphire, the Caspian Star. Sir Percival is
looking forward to

viewing certain other
things.

 


However, during the visit we discover that all is most
certainly not well with the Russian royal family, and find
our

lives threatened at every turn after uncovering a dastardly
plot against Queen Victoria.

 


But, trapped on an airship flying high above London, how can
we prevent an ancient horror from being

unleashed upon Her Majesty?

 


 


Katherine - Miss Alice Lovelady series #3

 


 


Katherine, my lover, has disappeared.

 


The only clue to her whereabouts are two empty envelopes
addressed to her at a town

she’s never mentioned.

 


What is her connection with Mistress Velda’s Emporium of the
Arcane Arts, and

the town of Southend-on-Sea?

 


But why, before my search for her has even begun, does a
stranger leave a note

telling me to forget her?

 


What danger will I find by following my heart?

 


 


Erotica

 


 


Detention Domination

 


Detention at college is meant to be mind-numbingly boring. I
was there because of a fight over my gorgeous red stilettos I wore
that day. But this detention was like nothing I’d ever had before,
because it was where the teacher I had a secret crush on and the
College Principal gave me my first taste of lezdom punishment. And
I wanted more.

An erotic lesbian BDSM story.

 


 


Office Crush

 


The penultimate day of my temping job at the office was
brightened by the arrival of Kirsty. She needed to know everything
about the accounts I’d been dealing with, but it was her body under
the sexy clothes and stiletto heels that I was more interested in.
Was she also into girls, like me? The party taking place on the
following night was going to be the last time I saw her, and I
decided I’d dress as sexily as possible to find out if she liked me
as much as I liked her.

An erotic lesbian story.
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